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What They’re Saying about “ They Say/1 Say” 

“A brilliant book. . . . It’s like a membership catd in rhe academic club.” 
—Eileen Seifert, DePaul University 

“This book demystifies rhctorical moves, tricks of the trade that many stu- 
denrs are unsure about- It’s reasonable, helpful, nicely written ... and hey, 
it’s tnie. I would have found it immensely helpful myself in high school 
and college.” —Mikę Rosę, Unioersicy of California, Los Angeles 

“The argument of this book is important—that there are ‘moves’ to aca¬ 
demic writing . . . and that knowledge of them can be generative. The 
template format is a good way to teach and demystify the moves that mat- 
ter. 1 like this book a lot.” —David Bartholomae, Uniyersity of Pittsburgh 

“Students need to walk a fine linę between their work and that ofothers, 
and this book helps them walk that linę, providing specific methods and 
techniques for introducing, explaining, and integrating other voices with 
their own ideas." —Libby Miles, Uruoersicy of Rhode Island 

“1 love the goveming idea of this book. As a teacher and WPA, I'm con- 
srantly thinking about liow I can teach my students—and how I can help 
inslruetors teach their students—to make specific rhetorical moves on the 
page. This book offers a powerful way of teaching students to do just that." 
—Joseph Bizup, Boston Uniyersity 

“Wliat effect has 'They Say 1 had on my students’ writing? They are finally 
entering the Burkian Parlor of the university. ThLs book uncovers die 
rhetorical convenrions that transcend disciplinary boundaries, so that even 
ffeshmen, neweomers to the academy, are immediately able to join in the 
conversation." —Margaret Weaver, Missouri State Unwersicy 

"The best tribute to ‘They Say / / Say' l've heard is this, from a student: 
'This is one book l'm not selling back to the bookstore.' Nods all around 
the room. The students love this book." 

—Christine Ross, Quiimipiac University 

“The ability to engage with the thoughts of others is one of the most 
important skills taught in any college-level writing course, and this book 
does as good a job teaching that skill as any text I have ever encountered." 
—William Smith, Weatherford College 

“A fabulous resource for my students (and for me). 1 like that it's smali, 
and not overwhelming. lt’s very practical, and really demystifies the new 
kind of writing students have to figurę out as they transition to college,” 
—Sara Glennon, Landrnark College 
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Preface 

TO THE SECOND EDITION 


At THE COHE OF THIS BOOK is the premise that good argu- 
mentative writing begins not with an act of assertion but an 
act of listening, of putting ourselves in the shoes of those who 
think dtfferently from us. As a result, we advise writers to begin 
not with what they themselves think about their subject ("I 
say") but with what others think (“they say”). This practice, 
we think, adds urgency to writing, helping it become morę 
authentically motivated. When writing responds to something 
that has been said or might be said, it thereby performs the 
meaningful task of supporting, correcting, or complicating that 
other view. 

As we have traveled the country to some of the thousand 
plus colleges and universities where “They Say / I Say” is being 
used, we have been inspired by the many instructors and stu- 
dents who have praised our work, challenged it, and taken our 
ideas in new and unexpected directions. We have tried hard to 
take our own advice and to listen closely to what those using 
this book have said and asked for—and to respond as best we 
can in this new edition. 

One thing that has been particularly heartening to see is the 
wide variety of disciplinary applications to which this book has 
been put. Though we originally intended it for use in first-year 
writing courses, we are delighted to find that it is being taught 
in many other courses and disciplines across the curriculum: 



college success courses and first-year seminars; history, biology, 
political science, sociology—and morę. But while teachers in 
these fields have been highly resourceful in adapting our meth- 
ods to the special conventions of their disciplines, many of them 
have suggested we pay morę attention in the book to how the 
core moves of entering conversations operate in fields and 
courses beyond our own. 

Accordingly, this edition contains two new chapters, one 
by biologist Christopher Gillen on Writing in the Sciences, 
the other by political scientist Erin Ackerman on Writing in 
the Social Sciences. To show that writing in those fields is fun- 
damentally argumentative and not, as some imagine, exclu- 
sively factual or informational, these chapters adapt our 
templates to help students with the specific demands of writ¬ 
ing in those fields. And to demonstrate further how the rhetor- 
ical moves taught in this book work across domains and 
disciplines, we’ve added readings at the back of the book by a 
joumalist, a humanist, a physicist, and a linguist. 

Also new to this edition is a chapter on reading, an earlier 
version of which was first published in “They Say 11 Say" with 
Readings. This chapter grew out of our own experience teach- 
ing with the first edition, where we found that the writing tem¬ 
plates in this book had the unexpccted benefit of improving 
reading comprehension. We found, in addition, that when stu¬ 
dents worked with a template like "many people believe_, 

but my own view is_,” it helped them see how the authors 

they were reading were part of a conversation that the students 
themselves could enter—and thus to see reading as a matter 
not of passively absorbing information but of understanding and 
actively entering dialogues and debates. 

We’ve tried to make the book cven easier to use, with 
cross-references in the margins, leading students to specific 
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examples, instructions, and morę detail where they might 
need it. 

Several other new features of this edition are worth men- 
tioning. One is an expanded discussion of the controversial 
ąuestion of the first person “I,” pointing out that academic writ- 
ers across most disciplines now tend to make liberał use of “I,” 
“we,” and their variants. Finally, responding to students’ ffe- 
quent questions about plagiarism, we’ve explained why using 
generic phrases like "on the one hand ... on the other hand" 
does not constitute academic dishonesty. 

Even as we have revised and added to "They Say / I Say," 
our basie goals remain unchanged: to demystify academic writ- 
ing and reading by identifying the key moves of persuasive argu¬ 
ment and representing these moves in forms that students can 
put into practice. 



Preface 

Demystifying A cademic Conversation 


Experienced writing t nstructors have long recog- 
nized that writing well means entering into conversation with 
others. Academic writing in particular calls upon writers not 
simply to express their own ideas, but to do so as a response to 
what others have said. The first-year writing program at our 
own university, according to its mission statement, asks “stu- 
dents to participate in ongoing conversations about vitally 
important academic and public issues.” A similar statement by 
another program holds that “intellectual writing is almost 
ajways composed in response to others' texts." These statements 
echo the ideas of rhetorical theorists like Kenneth Burkę, 
Mikhail Bakhtin, and Wayne Booth as well as recent compo- 
sition scholars like David Bartholomae, John Bean, Patricia 
Bizzell, Irene Clark, Greg Colomb, Lisa Ede, Peter Elbow, Joseph 
Harris, Andrea Lunsford, Elaine Maimon, Gary Olson, Mikę 
Rosę, John Swales and Christine Feak, Tilly Wamock, and oth¬ 
ers who argue that writing well means engaging the voices of 
others and letting them in tum engage us. 

Yet despite this growing consensus that writing is a social, 
conversational act, helping student writers actually participate 
in these conversations remains a formidable challenge. This book 
aims to meet that challenge. Its goal is to demystify academic 
writing by isolating its basie moves, explaining them clearly, and 
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representing them in the form of templates. In this way, we hope 
to help students become active participants in the important eon- 
yersations of the academic world and the wider public sphere. 


HIGHLIGHTS 

Shows students that miting well means enteńng a comersation, 
summarizing others (“they say”) to set up one's own argu¬ 
ment (“I say”). 

Demystifies academic miting, showing students “the moves 
that matter" in language they can readily apply. 

Proviiks user-friendly templates to help writers make those 
moves in their own writing. 


HOW THIS BOOK CAME TO BE 

The original idea for this book grew out of our shared interest 
in democratizing academic culture. First, it grew out of argu- 
ments that Gerald Graff has been making throughout his career 
that schools and colleges need to invite students into the con- 
versations and debates that surround them. Morę specifically, 
it is a practical, hands-on companion to his recent book, Clue- 
less in A cademe: How Schooling Obscures the Life of the M ind, in 
which he looks at academic conversations from the perspective 
of those who find them mysterious and proposes ways in which 
such mystification can be overcome. Second, this book grew 
out of writing templates that Cathy Birkenstein developed in 
the 1990 s, for use in writing and literaturę courses she was 
teaching. Many students, she found, could readily grasp what 
it meant to support a thesis with evidence, to entertain a coun- 
terargument, to identify a textual contradiction, and ultimately 


to summarize and respond to challenging arguments, but they 
often had trouble putting these concepts into practice in their 
own writing. When Cathy sketched out templates on the board, 
however, giving het students some of the language and patterns 
that these sophisticated moves reąuire, their writing—and even 
their ąuality of thought—significantly improved. 

This book began, then, when we put our ideas together and 
realized that these templates might have the potential to open 
up and clarify academic conversation. We proceeded from the 
premise that all writers rely on certain stock formulas that they 
themselves didn’t invent—and that many of these formulas are 
so commonly used that they can be represented in model tem¬ 
plates that students can use to structure and even generate what 

As we developed a working draft of this book, we began 
using it in first-year writing courses that we teach at U 1 C. In 
classroom exercises and writing assignments, we found that stu¬ 
dents who otherwise struggled to organize their thoughts, or 
even to think of something to say, did much better when we 
provided them with templates like the following. 

► In discussions of , a controversial issue is whether 

. While some argue that , others contend that 


► This is not to say that 

One virtue of such templates, we found, is that they focus 
writers' attention not just on what is being said, but on the/orms 
that structure what is being said. In other words, they make stu¬ 
dents morę conscious of the rhetorical patterns that are key to 
academic success but often pass under the classroom radar. 
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THE CENTRALITY OF “THEY SAY /1 SAY” 

The central rhetorical move chat we focus on in this book is 
the “they say /1 say” template that gives our book its title. In 
our view, this template represents the deep, underlying struc- 
ture, the intemal DNA as it were, of all effective argument. 
Effective persuasive writers do morę than make well-supported 
claims ("1 say”); they also map those claims relative to the 
claims of others (“they say"). 

Here, for example, the “they say /1 say" pattem structures a 
passage from a recent essay by the media and technology critic 
Steven Johnson. 

For decades, we've worked under the assumption that mass culture 
follows a path declining steadily toward lowest-common-denomi- 
nator standards, presumably because the “masses" want dumb, stm- 
ple pleasures and big media companies try to give the masses what 
they want. But... the exact opposite is happening: the culture is 
getting morę eognitively demanding, not less. 

Steven Johnson, "Watching TV Makes You Smarter " 

In generating his own argument from something “they say," 
Johnson suggests why he needs to say what he is saying: to cor¬ 
rect a popular misconception. 

Even when writers do not explicitly identify the views they 
are responding to, as Johnson does, an implicit "they say” can 
often be discerned, as in the following passage by Zora Neale 
Hurston. 


I remember the day I became coiored. 

Zora Neale Hurston, “How Ic Feek ro Be Coiored Me" 



In order to grasp Hurston’s point here, we need to be able to 
reconstruct the implicit view she is responding to and question- 
ing: that racial identity is an innate ąuality we are simply bom 
with. On the contrary, Hurston suggests, our race is imposed on 
us by society—something we “become" by virtue of how we are 
treated. 

As these examples suggest, the “they say /1 say” model can 
improve not just student writing, but student reading compre- 
hension as well. Since reading and writing are deeply reciprocal 
activities, students who leam to make the rhetorical moves rep- 
resented by the templates in this book figurę to become morę 
adept at identifying these same moves in the texts they read. And 
if we are right that effective arguments are always in dialogue with 
other arguments, then it follows that in order to understand the 
types of challenging texts assigned in college, students need to 
identify the views to which those texts are responding. 

Working with the “they say /1 say” model can also help with 
invention, finding something to say. In our experience, stu¬ 
dents best discover what they want to say not by thinking about 
a subject in an isolation booth, but by reading texts, listening 
closely to what other writers say, and looking for an opening 
through which they can enter the conversation. In other words, 
listening closely to others and summarizing what they have to 
say can help writers generate their own ideas. 


THE USEFULNESS OF TEMPLATES 

Our templates also have a generative ąuality, prompting stu¬ 
dents to make moves in their writing that they might not oth- 
erwise make or even know they should make. The templates 
in this book can be particularly helpful for students who are 
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unsure about what to say, or who have trouble finding enough 
to say, often because they consider their own beliefs so 
self-evident that they need not be argued for. Students like this 
are often helped, we’ve found, when we give them a simple 
template like the following one for entertaining a counterar- 
gument (or planting a naysayer, as we cali it in Chapter 6). 

► Of course some might object that . Although I concede 

that , I still maintaln that 

What this particular template helps students do is make the 
seemingly counterintuitive move of questioning their own 
beliefs, of looking at them from the perspectivc of those who 
disagree. In so doing, templates can bring out aspects of stu¬ 
dents' thoughts that, as they rhemselves sometimes remark, 
they didn’t even realize were therc. 

Other templates in this book help students make a host of 
sophisticated moves that they might not otherwise make: sum- 
marizing what someone else says, ffaming a quotation in one's 
own words, indicating the view that the writer is responding 
to, marking the shift from a source's view to the writer’s own 
view, offering evidcnce for that view, entertaining and answer- 
ing counterarguments, and explaining what is at stake in the 
first place. In showing students how to make such moves, tem¬ 
plates do morę than organize students’ ideas; they help bring 
those ideas into existence. 


OKAY. BUT TEMPLATES? 

We are aware, of course, that some instructors may have reser- 
vations about templates. Some, for instance, may object that 



such formulaic devices represent a return to prescriptive forms 
of instruction that encourage passive leaming or lead students 
to put their writing on automatic pilot. 

This is an understandable reaction, we think, to kinds of 
rotę instruction that have indeed encouraged passivity and 
drained writing of its creativity and dynamie relation to the 
social world. The trouble is that many students will never leam 
on their own to make the key intellectual moves that our tern- 
plates represent. While seasoned writers pick up these moves 
unconsciously through their reading, many students do not. 
Conseąuently, we believe, students need to see these moves 
represented in the explicit ways that the templates provide. 

The aim of the templates, then, is not to stifle critical think- 
ing but to be direct with students about the key rhetorical 
moves that it comprises. Since we encourage students to mod- 
ify and adapt the templates to the particularities of the argu- 
ments they are making, using such prefabricated formulas as 
leaming tools need not result in writing and thinking that are 
themselves formulaic. Admittedly, no teaching tool can guar- 
antee that students will engage in hard, rigorous thought. Our 
templates do, however, provide concrete prompts that can stim- 
ulate and shape such thought: What do "they say” about my 
topie? What would a naysayer say about my argument? What 
is my evidence? Do 1 need to ąualify my point? Who cares? 

In fact, templates have a long and rich history. Public orators 
ffom ancient Greece and Romę through the European Renais- 
sance studied rhetorical topoi or “commonplaces," model passages 
and formulas that represented the different strategies available to 
public speakers. In many respects, our templates echo this classi- 
cal rhetorical tradition of imitating established models. 

The joumal Naturę requires aspiring contributors to follow 
a guideline that is like a template on the opening page of their 
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manuscript: "Two or three sentences explaining what the main 
result [of their study] reveals in direct comparison with what 
was thought to be the case previously, or how the main result 
adds to previous knowledge." In the field of education, a form 
designed by the education theorist Howard Gardner asks post- 
doctoral fellowship applicants to complete the following tern- 
piąte: “Most scholars in the field believe . As a result 

of my study, That these two examples are geared 

toward postdoctoral fellows and yeteran researchers shows that 
it is not only struggling undergraduates who can use help mak- 
ing these key rhetorical moves, but experienced academics as 
well. 

Templates have even been used in the teaching of personal 
narrative. The literary and educational theorist Jane Tompkins 
devised the following template to help student writers make 
the often difficult move from telling a story to explaining what 
it means: “X tells a story about to make the point 

that . My own experience with yields a point 

that is similar/different/both similar and different. What I take 
away from my own experience with is . As 

a result, I conclude We especially like this template 

because it suggests that “they say /1 say” argument need not be 
mechanical, impersonal, or dry, and that telling a story and 
making an argument are morę compatible activities than many 
think. 


WHY IT’S OKAY TO USE “I” 

But wait—doesn’t the “I" part of “they say / I say" flagrantly 
encourage the use of the first-person pronoun? Aren’t we aware 
that some teachers prohibit students from using “I” or “we,” on 



the grounds that these pronouns encourage lll-considered, sub- 
jective opinions rather chan objective and reasoned arguments? 
Yes, we are aware of this first-person prohibicion, but we think 
it has serious flaws. First, expressing ill-considered, subjective 
opinions is not necessarily the worst sin beginning, writers can 
commit; it might be a starting point from which they can move 
on to morę reasoned, less self-indulgent perspectives. Second, 
prohibiting students from using “I" is simply not an effective way 
of curbing students’ subjectivity, sińce one can offer poorly 
argucd, ill-supported opinions just as easily without it. Third and 
most important, prohibiting the first person tends to hamper stu¬ 
dents' ability not only to take strong positions but to differenti- 
ate their own positions from those of others, as we point out in 
Chapter 5. To be surę, writers can resort to various circumlocu- 
tions—"it will here be argued,” “the evidence suggests,” “the 
truth is”—and these may be usefui for avoiding a monotonous 
series of “1 believe” sentences. But except for avoiding such 
monotony, we see no good reason why “l” should be set aside in 
persuasive writing. Rather chan prohibit “1,” then, we think a 
better tactic is to give students practice at using it well and learn- 
ing its use, both by supporting their claims with evidence and by 
attending closely to alternative perspectives—to what “they” are 
saying. 


HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGAN1ZED 

Because of its centrality, we have allowed the “they say /1 say” 
format to dictate the structure of this book. So while Part 1 
addresses the art of listening to others, Part 2 addresses how to 
offer one’s own response. Part 1 opens with a chapter on “Start¬ 
ing with What Others Are Saying" that explains why it is gen- 
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erally advisable to begirt a text by citing others rather chan plung- 
ing directly into one’s own views. Subsequent chapters take up 
the arts of summarizing and quoting what these others have to 
say. Part 2 begins with a chapter on different ways of respond- 
ing, followed by chapters on raarking the shift between what 
“they say" and what “I say," on introducing and answering objec- 
tions, and on answering the alUimportant questions “so what?" 
and “who cares?" Part 3 offers strategies for “Tying It Ali 
Together,” beginning with a chapter on connection and coher- 
ence; followed by a chapter on formal and informal language, 
arguing that academic discourse is often perfectly compadble with 
the informal language that srudents use outside school; and con- 
cluding with a chapter on the art of metacommentary, showing 
students how to guide the way readers understand a text. Part 4 
offers guidance for entering conversations in specific academic sit- 
uations, with chapters on class discussions, reading, and writing 
in the Sciences and social Sciences. Finał ly, we provide four read- 
ings and an index of templates. 


WHAT TH1S BOOK DOESN'T DO 

There are some things that this book does not try to do. We 
do not, for instance, cover logical principles of argument such 
as syllogisms, warrants, logical fallacies, or the differences 
between inductive and deductive reasoning. Although such 
concepts can be useful, we believe most of us leam the ins and 
outs of argumentative writing not by studying logical principles 
in the abstract, but by plunging into actual discussions and 
debates, trying out different patterns of response, and in this 
way getting a sense of what works to persuade different audi- 
ences and what doesn’t. In our view, people leam morę about 
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arguing from hearing someone say, “You miss my point. What 
I’m saying is not , but ," or “I agree with you 

that i and would even add that than they 

do from studying the differences between inductive and deduc- 
tive reasoning. Such formulas give students an immediate sense 
of what it feels like to enter a public conversation in a way that 
studying abstract warrants and logical fallacies does not. 


ENGAGING WITH THE IDEAS OF OTHERS 

One central goal of this book łs to demystify academic writing 
by returning it to its social and conversational roots. Although 
writing may require some degree of quiet and solitude, the “they 
say / I say" model shows students that they can best develop 
their arguments not just by looking inward but by doing what 
they often do in a good conversation with friends and family— 
by listening carefully to what others are saying and engaging 
with other views. 

This approach to writing therefore has an ethical dimen- 
sion, sińce it asks writers not simply to keep proving and 
reasserting what they already believe but to stretch what they 
believe by putting it up against beliefs that differ, sometimes 
radically, from their own. In an Łncreasingly diverse, global sod- 
ety, this ability to engage with the ideas of others is especially 
crucial to democratic citizenship. 


Gerald Graff 
Cathy Birkenstein 
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Introduction 

Entering the Corwersation 


Think about an activity that you do particularly well: 
cooking, playing the piano, shooting a basketball, even some- 
thing as basie as driving a car. lf you reflect on this activity, you’U 
realize that once you mastered it you no longer had to give much 
conscious thought to the various moves that go into doing it. 
Performing this activity, in other words, depends on your hav- 
ing leamed a series of complicated moves—moves that may seem 
mysterious or difficult to those who haven’t yet leamed them. 

The same applies to writing. Often without consciously real- 
izing it, accomplished writers routinely rely on a stock of estab- 
lished moves that are crucial for communicating sophisticated 
ideas. What makes writers masters of their trade is not only 
their ability to express interesting thoughts but their mastery 
of an inventory of basie moves that they probahly picked up 
by reading a wide rangę of other accomplished writers. Less 
experienced writers, by contrast, are often unfamiliar with these 
basie moves and unsure how to make them in their own writ¬ 
ing. This book is intended as a short, user-friendly guide to die 
basie moves of academic writing. 

One of our key premises is that these basie moves are so 
coramon that they can be represented in lemplates that you can 
use right away to structure and even generate your own 
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writing. Perhaps the most distinctive feature ot this book is its 
presentation ot many such templates, designed to help you suc- 
cessfully enter not only the world ot academic thinking and 
writing, but also the wider worlds ot civic discourse and work. 

Instead ot focusing solely on abstract principles ot writing, 
then, this book offers model templates that help you put those 
principles directly into practice. Working with these templates 
can give you an immediate sense ot how to engage in the kinds 
of critical thinking you are required to do at the college level 
and in the vocational and public spheres beyond. 

Some of these templates represent simple but crucial moves 
like those used to summarize some widely held belief. 

* Many Americans assume that 

Others are morę complicated. 

► On the one hand. . On the other hand, 

► Author X contradicts herself. At the same time that she argues 

, she also implies 

► I agree that 

► This is not to say that 

It is true, of course, that critical thinking and writing go deeper 
than any set of linguistic formulas, requiring that you question 
assumptions, develop strong claims, ofifer supporting reasons 
and evidence, consider opposing arguments, and so on. But 
these deeper habits of thought cannot be put into practice 
unless you have a language for expressing them in elear, organ- 
ized ways. 
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State Your Own Ideas as a 
Response to Others 

The single most important template that we focus on in this 
book is the "they say i 1 say ” formula that 

gives our book its title. If there is any one point that we hope 
you will take away from this book, it is the importance not only 
of expressing your ideas (“I say") but of presenting those ideas 
as a response to some other person ar group ("they say”). For us, 
the underlying structure of effective academic writing—and of 
responsible public discourse—resides not just in stating our own 
ideas but in listening closely to others around us, summarizing 
their views in a way that they will recognize, and respondlng 
with our own ideas in kind. Broadly speaking, academic writ¬ 
ing is argumentative writing, and we believe that to argue well 
you need to do morę than assert your own posirion. You need 
to enter a conversation, using what others say (or might say) 
as a launching pad or sounding board for your own views. For 
this reason, one of the main pieces of advice in this book is to 
write the voices of others into your text. 

In our view, then, the hest academic writing has one under¬ 
lying feature: it is deeply engaged in some way with other peo- 
ple’s views. Too often, however, academic writing is taught. as a 
process of saying “true” or “smart” things in a vacuum, as if it were 
possible to argue effectively without being in conversation with 
someone else. If you have been taught to write a traditional five- 
paragraph essay, for example, you have learned how to develop a 
thesis and support it with evidence. This is good advice as far as 
it goes, but it leaves out the important fact that in the real world 
we don't make arguments without being provoked. Instead, we 
make arguments because someone has said or done something (or 
perhaps not said or done something) and we need to respond: “I 
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can’t see why you like the Lakers so much”; "I agree: it was a great 
film”; ‘That argument is contradictory." If it weren’t for other 
people and ourneed to challenge, agree with, or otherwise respond 
to them, there would be no reason to argue ac alL 

To make an impact as a writer, you need to do morę than make 
statements that are logical, well supported, and consistent. You 
must also find a way of entering a conversation with others’ views— 
with something “they say." If your own argument doesn’t identify 
the "they say” that you’re responding to, it probably won’t make 
sense. As Figurę 1 suggests, what you are saying may be elear to 
your audience, but why you are saying it won’t be. For it is what 
others are saying and thinking that motivates our writing and gives 
it a reason for being. It follows, then, as Figurę 2 suggests, that your 
own argument—the thesis or“l say" moment of your text—should 
always be a response to the arguments of others. 

Many writers make explicit “they say / 1 say" moves in their 
writing. One famous example is Martin Luther King Jr.'s “Let- 



Figurę 1 



Entering che Conuersation 



cer from Birmingham Jall,” which consists almost entirely of 
King's eloąuent responses to a public statement by eight clergy- 
men deploring the civil righcs protests he was leading. The 
letter—which was written in 1963, while King was in prlson for 
leading a demonstration against racial injustice in Binning' 
ham—is structured almost entirely around a framework of sum- 
mary and response, in which King summarizes and then answers 
their criticisms. In one typical passage, King writes as follows. 

You deplore the demonstrations taking place in Birmingham. But 
your statement, 1 am sorry to say, fails to express a similar concem 
for the conditions that brought about the demonstrations. 

Martin Luther King Jr., "Letter fforn Birmingham Jail” 

King goes on to agree with his critics that “It is unfortunate 
that demonstrations are taking place in Birmingham,” yet he 
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hastens to add that “it is even morę unfortunate that the city’s 
white power structure left the Negro community with no alter- 
native.” King’s letter is so thoroughly conversational, in fact, 
that it could be rewritten in the form of a dialogue or play. 

King’s critics: 

King's response: 

Response: 

Clearly, King would not have wtitten his famous letter were it 
not for his critics, whose views he treats not as objections to 
his already-formed arguments but as the motivating source of 
those arguments, their central reasoh for being. He quotes not 
only what his critics have .said (“Some have asked: ‘Why 
didn’t you give the new city administration time to act?’"), but 
also things they might have said (“One may well ask: *How can 
you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others,’’ ’’)—all 
to set the stage for what he himself wanta to say. 

A similar “they say /1 say" exchange opens an essay about 
American patriotism by the social critic Katha Pollitt, who uses 
her own daughter's comment to represent the national fervor 
of post-9/11 patriotism. 

My daughter, who goes to Stuyvesant High School only blocks 
ffom the former World Trade Center, thinks we should fly the 
American flag out our window. Definitely not, I say: The flag stands 
for jlngoism and vengeance and war. She tells me I'm wrong—the 
flag means standing together and honoring the dead and saying no 
to tenorism. In a way we’re both right... . 

Katha Pollitt, “Put Out No Flags" 
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As PoIlitt’s example shows, the “they” you respond to in craft- 
ing an argument need not be a famous author or someone 
known to your audience. It can be a family member like Pol- 
litt’s daughter, or a friend or classmate who has madę a proyoca- 
tive claim. It can even be something an individual or a group 
might say—or a side of yourself, something you once believed 
but no longer do, or something you partly believe but also 
doubt. The important thing is that the “they” (or "you" or 
“she”) represent some wider group with which readers might 
identify—in Pollitt’s case, those who patriotically believe in 
flying the flag. Pollitt’® example also shows that 
responding to the views of others need not always ^"fo^more 
involve unqualified opposition. By agreeing and dis- onagreeinj 
agreeing with her daughter, Pollitt enacts what we cali but with a 
the “yes and no” response, reconciling apparently difference. 
incompatible views. 

While King and Pollitt both identify the views they are 
responding to, some authors do not explicitly State their views 
but instead allow the reader to infer them. See, for instance, if 
you can identify the implied or unnamed “they say” that the 
following claim is responding to. 


I like to think 1 have a certain advantage as a teacher of literaturę 
because when 1 was growing up 1 disliked and feared books. 

Gerald Graff, “Disliking Books at an Early Age" 

In case you haven’t figured it out already, the phantom “they 
say” here is the common belief that in order to be a good 
teacher of literaturę, one must have gtown up liking and enjoy- 
ing books. 


I N TR O D U CTI 


As you can see from these examples, many writers use the 
“they say /1 say” format to agree or disagree with others, to chal¬ 
lenge standard ways of thinking, and thus to stir up controversy. 
This point may come as a shock to you if you have always had 
the impression that in order to succeed academically you need 
to play it safe and avoid controversy in your writing, making 
statements that nobody can possibly disagree with. Though this 
view of writing may appear logical, it is actually a recipe for fiat, 
lifeless writing and for writing that fails to answer what we cali 
the “so what?” and “who cares?” questions. “William Shakespeare 
wrote many famous plays and sonnets” may be a perfecdy true 
statement, but precisely because nobody is likely to disagree with 
it, it goes without saying and thus would seem pointless if said. 


Ways of Respondinc 

]ust because much argumentative writing is driven by dis- 
agreement, it does not follow that agreement is ruled out. 
Although argumentation is often associated with confllct and 
opposition, the type of conversational “they say / 1 say” argu¬ 
ment that we focus on in this book can be j ust as useful when 
you agree as when you disagree. 

► She argues , and I agree because 

► Her argument that is supported by new researcb 

showing that 

Nor do you always have to choose between either simply agree- 
ing ot disagreeing, sińce the “they say /1 say” format also works 
to both agree and disagree at the same time, as Pollitt illus- 
trates above. 
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► He claims that , and I have mixed feelings about it. On 

the one hand, I agree that . On the other hand, I stfll 

insist that_ - 

This last option—agreeing and disagreeing simultaneously—is 
one we especially recommend, sińce it allows you to avoid a 
simple yes or no response and present a morę complicated argu¬ 
ment, while containing that complication within a elear “on 
the one hand / on the other hand" framework. 

While the templates we offer in this book can be used to 
structure your writing at the sentence level, they can also be 
expanded as needed to almost any length, as the following elab- 
orated “they say /1 say” template demonstrates. 

In recent discussions of , a controyersial issue has 

been whether . On the one hand, some argue 

that . From this perspectiye, . On the other 

hand, however, others argue that . In the words of 

, one of this vieWs main proponents, “ 

According to this view, . In sum, then, the issue is 

whether or 

My own view is that . Though I concede that 

, I still maintain that , For example, 

. Although some might object that , I would 

reply that . The issue is Important because 

If you go back over this template, you will see that it helps you 
make a host of challenging moves (each of which is taken up 
in fortheoming chapters in this book). First, the template helps 
you open your text by identifying an issue in some ongoing eon- 
versation or debate (“In recent discussions of , a 
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controversiaI issue has been ”)> and then to map sotne 

of the voices in this concroversy (by using the “on the one 
hand / on the other hand” structure). The template also helps 
you introduce a quotation (“In the wotds of”), to explain the 
ąuotation in your own words (“According to this view"), and— 
in a new paragraph—to State your own argument ("My own 
view is that"), to qualify your argument (“Though I concede 
that"), and then to support your argument with evidence (“For 
example"). In addition, the template helps you make one of 
the most crucial moves in argumentative writing, what we cali 
"planting a naysayer in your text,” in which you summarize and 
then answer a likely objection to your own central claim 
(“Although it might be objected that , I reply 

"). Finally, this template helps you shift between gen¬ 
erał, over-arching claims (“In sum, then”) and smaller-scale, 
supporting claims (“For example”). 

Again, nonę of us is bom knowing these moves, especially 
when it comes to academic writing. Hence the need for this book. 


Do Templates Stifle Creativitv? 

If you are like sotne of our students, your initial response to 
templates may be skepticism. At first, many of our students 
complain that using templates will take away their originality 
and creativity and make them all sound the same. “They’ll tum 
us into writing robots,” one of our students insisted. Another 
agreed, adding, “Hey, I'm a jazz musician. And we don't play 
by set forms. We create our own.” ‘Tm in college now,” another 
student asserted; “this is third-grade-level stuff." 

In our view, howeyer, the templates in this book, far from 
belng “third-grade-level stuff,” represent the stock in trade of 
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sophisticated thinking and writing, and they often reąuire a 
great dcal of practice and instruction to use successfully. As for 
the belief that pre-established forms undermine creativity, we 
think it rests on a very limited vision of what creativity is all 
about. In our view, the above template and the others in this 
book will actually help your writing become morę original and 
creative, not less. After all, even the most creative forms 
of expression depend on established pattems and structures. 
Most songwriters, for instance, rely on a time-honored verse- 
chorus-verse pattem, and few people would cali Shakespeare 
uncreative because he didn’t invent the sonnet or the dramatic 
forms that he used to such dazzling effect. Even the most avant- 
garde, cutting-edge artists (like improvisational jazz musicians) 
need to master the basie forms that their work improvises on, 
departs from, and goes beyond, or else their work will come 
across as uneducared child’s play. Ultimately, then, creativity 
and originality lie not in the avoidance of established forms hut 
in the imaginative use of them. 

Furthermore, these templates do not dictate the content of 
what you say, which can be as original as you can make it, but 
only suggest a way of formatting how you say it. In addition, 
once you begin to feel comfortable with the templates in this 
book, you will be able to improvise creatively on them to fit 
new situations and purposes and find others in your reading. In 
other words, the templates offered here are leaming tools to get 
you started, not structures set in stone. Once you get used to 
using them, you can even dispense with them altogether, for 
the rhetorical moves they model will be at your fingertips in 
an unconscious, Lnstinctive way. 

But if you still need proof that writing templates do not sti- 
fle creativity, consider the following opening to an essay on the 
fast-food industry that we‘ve included at the back of this book. 



If ever chere were a newspaper headline custom-made for ]ay Leno’s 
monologue, this was it. Kids raking on McDonald’s this week, suing 
che company for making them fat. Isn’t chat like middle-aged men 
suing Porsche for making them get speeding tickets? Whatever hap- 
pened to personal responsibility? 

I tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons, though. 
Maybe that’s because I used to be one of them. 

David Zinczenko, “Don’t Biame the Eater” 

AIthough Zinczenko relies on a version of the “they say / 1 
say” formula, his writing is anything but dry, robotic, or uncre- 
ative. While Zinczenko does not explicitly use the words 
“they say” and “I say,” the template still gives the passage its 
underlying structure: “They say that kids suing fast-food com- 
panies for making them fat is a joke; but 1 say such lawsuits 
are justified.” 


But Isn’tThis Plagiarism? 

"But isn’t this plagiarism.'” at least one student each year will 
usualty ask. “Weil, is it?" we rcspond, tuming the question 
around into one the entire class can profit from. "We are, after 
all, asking you to use language in your writing that isn’t your 
own—language that you 'borrow* or, to put it less delicately, 
steal from other writers.” 

Often, a lively discussion ensues that raises important ques- 
tions about authorial ownership and helps everyone better 
understand the ffequently confusing linę between plagiarism 
and the legitimate use of what others say and how they say 
it. Students are quick to see that no one person owns a con- 
ventional formula like “on the one hand ... on the other 
hand ...” Phrases like “a controversia! issue” are so com- 
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monly used and recycled that they are generic—community 
property that can be freely used without fear of committing 
plagiarism. It is plagiarism, however, if the words used to fili 
in the blanks of such formulas are borrowed from othets with¬ 
out proper acknowledgment. In sum, then, while it is not pla¬ 
giarism to recycle conventionally used formulas, it is a serious 
academic offense to take the substantive content from oth- 
ers’ texts without citing the author and giving him or her 
proper credit. 


PUTTINC IN YoUR OaR 

Though the immediate goal of this book is to help you become 
a better writer, at a deeper level it invites you to become a cer- 
tain type of person: a critical, intellectual thinker who, instead 
of sitting passively on the sidelines, can participate in the debates 
and conversations of your world in an active and empowered 
way. Ultimately, this book invites you to become a critical 
thinker who can enter the types of conversations described elo- 
ąuently by the philosopher Kenneth Burkę in the following 
widely cited passage. Likening the world of intellectual exchange 
to a never-ending conversation at a party, Burkę writes: 

You come late. When you arrive, others have long preceded you, 
and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated 
for them to pause and tell you exactly what it is about. . . . You 
listen for a while, until you decide that you have caught the tenor 
of the argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you 
answer him; another eomes to your defense; another aligns him- 
self against you. . . . The hour grows late, you must depart. And 
you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously in progress. 

Kenneth Burkę, The Philosophy of Literary Form 



What we like about this passage is its suggestion that stating 
an argument and “putting in your oar” can only be done in 
conversation with others; chat we all enter the dynamie world 
of ideas not as isolated individuals but as social beings deeply 
connected to others who have a stake in what we say. 

This ability to enter complex, many-sided conversations has 
taken on a speclal urgency in today’s diverse, post-9/11 world, 
where the futurę for all of us may depend on our ability to put 
ourselves in the shoes of those who think very differently from 
us. The central piece of advice in this book—that we listen 
carefully to others, including those who disagree with us, and 
then engage with them thoughtfully and respectfully—can 
help us see beyond our own pet beliefs, which may not be 
shared by everyonc. The mere act of crafting a sentence that 
begins “Of cotirse, someone might object that ” may 

not seem like a way to change the world; but it does have the 
potential to jog us out of our comfort zones, ta get us think- 
ing critically about our own beliefs, and perhaps even to 
change our minds. 

Exercises 

1. Read the following paragraph from an essay by Emily Poe, 
a student at Furman University. Disregarding for the 
moment what Poe says, focus your attention on the phrases 
Poe uses to structure what she says (italicized here). Then 
write a new paragraph using Poe’s as a model but replacing 
her topie, vegetarianism, with one of your own. 

The term “vegetarian" tends to be synonymous with “itee-hugger" 
in many people’s minds. They see vegetarianism as a cult that brain- 
washes its followers into eliminating an essential part of theirdaily 
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diers for an abstract goal of "animal welfare." However, few vege- 
tarians choose their lifestyle just to follow the crowd. On the con- 
trary, many of these supposedly brainwashed people are actually 
independent thinkers, concemed citizens, and compassionate 
human beings. For the truth is that there are many very good rea- 
sons for giving up meat. Perhaps the best reasons are to improve 
the environment, to encourage humane treatment of Iivestock, or 
to enhance one's own health. In this essay, t/ien, closely examining 
a vegetarian diet as compared to a meat-eater’s diet will show that 
vegetarianism is clearly the hetter option for sustaining the Earth 
and all its inhabitants. 

2. Write a short essay in which you first summarize our ration- 
ale for the templates in this book and then articulate your 
own position in response. If you want, you can use the tern- 
piąte below to organize your paragraphs, expanding and 
modifying it as necessary to fit what you want to say. 

► In the Introduction to "They Say /1 Say": The Moaes That Ma t- 
ter in Academic Writing, Cerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein pro- 
yide templales designed to .. Specifically, Graff and 

Birkenstein argue that the types of writing templates they offer 
. As the authors themselves put It, “ 

Although some people believe , Graff and Birkenstein 

insist that . In sum, then, their view is that 

I |agree/disagree/have mixed feelings], In my view, the types 
of templates that the authors recommend . For 

instance, In addition, . Some might 

object, of course, on the grounds that . Yet I would 

argue that - Oyerall, then, I be|ieve —an 

important point to make given 
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“They Say” 




ONE 

“They Say” 

Starting with What Others Are Saying 


Not lonc ago we attended a talk at an academic confer- 
ence where the speaker's central claim seemed to be that a 
certain sociologist—cali Kim Dr. X—had done very good work 
in a number of areas of the discipline. The speaker procceded 
to illustrate his thesis by referring extensively and in great 
detail to various books and articles by Dr. X and by ąuoting 
long passages from them. The speaker was obviously both 
leamed and impassioned, but as we listened to his talk we 
found ourselves somewhat puzzled: the argument—that Dr. X’s 
work was very important—was elear enough, but why did the 
speaker need to make it in the first place? Did anyone dispute 
it? Were there commentators in the field who had argued 
against X's work or challenged its value? Was the speaker’s 
interpretation of what X had done somehow novel or revolu- 
tionary? Since the speaker gave no hint of an answer to any 
of these ąuestions, we could only wonder why he was 
going on and on about X. It was only after 
the speaker finished and took ąuestions from the 
audience that we got a clue: in response to one ques- 
tioner, he referred to several critics who had vigorously 
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ąuestioned Dr. X’s ideas and convinced many soclologists that 
Dr. X’s work was unsound. 

This story illustrates an important lesson: that to give writ- 
ing the most important thing of all—namely, a point—a writer 
needs to indicate clearly not only what his or her thesis is, but 
also what larger conversation that thesis is responding to. 
Because our speaker failed to mention what others had said about 
Dr. X’s work, he left his audience unsure about why he felt the 
need to say what he was saying. Perhaps the point was elear to 
other sociologists in the audience who were morę familiar with 
the debates over Dr. X’s work than we were. But even they, we 
bet, would have understood the speaker’s point better if he’d 
sketched in some of the larger conversation his own claims were 
a part of and reminded the audience about what “they say." 

This story also illustrates an important lesson about the order 
in which things are said: to keep an audience engaged, a writer 
needs to explain what he or she is responding to—either before 
offering that response or, at least, very early in the discussion. 
Delaying this explanation for morę than one or two paragraphs 
in a very short essay, three or four pages in a longer one, or 
morę than ten or so pages in a book-length text reverses the 
natural order in which readers process materiał—and in which 
writers think and develop ideas. After all, it seems very unlikely 
that our conference speaker first developed his defense of Dr. 
X and only later came across Dr. X’s crifics. As someone knowl- 
edgeable in his field, the speaker surely encountered the criti- 
cisms first and only then was compelled to respond and, as he 
saw it, set the record straight. 

Therefore, when it comes to constructing an argument 
(whether orally or in writing), we offer you the following 
advice: remember that you are entering a conversation and 
therefore need to start with “what others are saying,” as the 
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title of this chapter recommends, and then introduce your own 
ideas as a response. Specifically, we suggest that you summarize 
what “they say” as soon as you can in your text, and rem ind 
readers of it at strategie points as your text unfolds. Though it’s 
true that not all texts follow this practice, wę think it’s impor- 
tant for all writers to master it before they depart from it. 

This is not to say that you must start with a detailed list of 
everyone who has written on your subject before you offer your 
own ideas. Had our conference speaker gone to the opposite 
extreme and spent most of his talk summarizing Dr. X’s critics 
with no hint of what he himself had to say, the audience prób- 
ably would have had the same ffustrated "why-is-he-going-on- 
like-this?” reaction. What we suggest, then, is that as soon as 
possible you State your own position and the one it’s responding 
to together, and that you think of the two as a unit. It is gener- 
ally best to summarize the ideas you’re responding to briefly, at 
the start of your text, and to delay detailed elaboration until later. 
The point is to give your readers a quick preview of what is moti- 
vating your argument, not to drown them in details right away. 

Starting with a summary of others’ views may seem to eon- 
tradict the common advice that writers should lead with their 
own thesis or claim. Although we agree that you shouldn’t keep 
readers in suspensę too long about your central argument, we also 
believe that you need to present that argument as part of some 
larger conversation, indicating something about the arguments 
of others that you are supporting, opposing, amending, compli- 
cating, or ąualifying. One added benefit of summarizing others’ 
views as soon as you can: you let those others do some of the 
work of framing and clarifying the issue you’re writing about. 

Consider, for example, how George Orwell starts his famous 
essay “Politics and the English Language” with what others are 
saying. 



"TheySay" 

Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit chat 
the English language is in a bad way, but it is generally assumed 
that we cannot by conscious action do anything about it. Our civ- 
ilization is decadent and our language—so the argument runs— 
must inevitably share in the generał collapse.. , . 

[But] the process is reversible. Modem English .. . is fuli of bad 
habits . . . which can be avoided if one is willing to take the nec- 
essary trouble. 

George Orwell, "Politics and the English Language" 

Orwell is basically sayirtg, “Most people assume that we can¬ 
not do anything about the bad State of the English language. 
But I say we can." 

Of course, there are many other powerful ways to begin. 
Instead of opening with someone else’s views, you could start 
with an illustrative ąuotation, a revealing fact or statistic, or— 
as we do in this chapter—a relevant anecdote. If you choose 
one of these formats, however, be surę that it in sorne way illus- 
trates the view you’re addressing or leads you to that view 
directly, with a minimum of steps. 

In opening this chapter, for example, we deVote the first para- 
graph to an anecdote abour the conference speaker and then move 
quickly at the start of the second paragraph to the misconception 
about writing exemplifled by the speaker. In the following open¬ 
ing, ffom a 2004 opinion piece in the Neui York Times Book 
Remw, Christina Nehring also moves quickly front an anecdote 
illustrating something she dislikes to her own claim—that book 
lovers think too highly of themselves. 

'Tm a reader!" announced the yellow button. “How about you?” I 
looked at its bearer, a strapping young guy stalking my town's Festi- 
val of Books. 'TU bet you’re a reader," he yolunteered, as though we 
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were two geniuses well met. "No,” I replied. "Absolutely not,” 1 
wanted to yell, and fling my Bames & Noble bag at his feet. Instead, 
I mumbled something apologetic and melted into the crowd. 

There's a new piety in the air: the self congratulation of book 
lovers. 

Christina Nehring, "Books Make You a Boring Person" 

Nehring’s anecdote is really a kind of "they say”: book lovers 
keep telling themselves how great they are. 


Templates for Introducinc 
What “They Say" 

There are lots of conventional ways to introduce what others 
are saying. Here are some standard templates that we would 
have recommended to our conference speaker. 

► A number of socioiogists have recentiy suggested that X’s wor k has 
severąl fundamentąl problems. 

► It has become common today to dismiss 

► In their reeenl work, Y and Z have offered harsh critiques of 

for 


Templates for Introducinc 
“Standard Views" 

The following templates can help you make what we cali the 
"standard view" move, in which you introduce a view that has 
become so widely accepted that by now it is essentially the con- 
ventional way of thinking about a topie. 


"They Say 1 


► Americans have always believed that indiyidual effort can triumph 
pver circymstances, 

► Corwentional wisdom has it that 

► Common sense seems to dictate that 

► The standard way of thinking about topie X has It that 

► It is often said that 

► My whole life I have heard it said that 

► You would think that 

► Many people assume that 

These templates are popular because they provide a quick and 
efficient way to perform one of the most common moves that 
writers make: challenging widely accepted beliefs, placing 
them on the examining table and analyzing their strengths 
and weaknesses. 


Templates for Making What “They Say” 
SOMETHING You SAY 

Another way to introduce the views you’re responding to is to 
present them as your own. That is, the “they say” that you 
respond to need not be a view hcld by others; it can be one 
that you yourself once held ot one that you are ambivalent 
about. 

► l’ve always believed that myseums are boring. 

» When I was a child, I used to think that 
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Staning wich What Oihers Are S aying 

► Although I should know better by now, I cannot help thinking that 

► At the same time that I believe , I also belieye 


Templates for Introducinc 

SOMETHING IMPLIED OR ASSUMED 

Another sophisticated move a writer can make is to summarize 
a point that is not directly stated in what “they say” but is 
implied or assumed. 

► Although nonę ofthem have ever sald so directly, my teachers have 
often gjven me the impression that education wili open doors. 

► One implication of X's treatment of is that 

► X apparently assumes that 

► While they rarely admit as much, often take for granted 

that 

These are templates that can help you think analytically— 
to look beyond what others say explicirly and to consider 
their unstated assumptions, as well as the implications of their 
views. 

Templates for Introducinc 
an Ongoing Debate 

Sometimes you'11 want to open by summarizing a debate 
that presents two or morę views. This kind of opening 
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“T H EV Say" 

demonstrates your awareness that there are conflictmg ways 
to look at your subject, the elear mark of someone who knows 
the subject and therefbre is likely to be a reliable, trustwor- 
thy guide. Furthermore, opening with a summary of a debate 
can help you explore the issue you are writing about before 
declaring your own view. In this way, you can use the writ¬ 
ing process itself to help you discover where you stand instead 
of having to commit to a position before you are ready to 
do su. 

Here is a basie template for opening with a debate. 

► In discussions ofX, one controversial issue has been 

On the one hand, argues 

On the other hand, contends . Others 

even maintam . My own view is 

The cognitive scientist Mark Aronoff uses this kind of tem- 
plate in an essay on the workings of the human brain. 

Theories of how the mind/brain works have been dominated for 
centuries by two opposing views. One, rationalism, sees the human 
mind as Corning into this world morę or less fully formed— 
preprogrammed, in modem terms. The other, empiricism, sees the 
mind of the newbom as largely unstructured, a blank siatę. 

Mark Aronoff, “Washington Sleeped Here” 

Another way to open with a debate involves starting with a 
proposition many people agree with in order to highlight the 
point(s) on which they ultimately disagree. 

► When it comes to the topie of , most of us will readlly 

agree that . Where this agreement usually 
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Starting wit/i What Others Are Saying 

ends, however, is on the question of , Whereas 

some are convinced that , others maintain that 


The political writer Thomas Frank uses a variation on this 
move. 

That we are a naci on divided is an almosc universal lament of this 
bitter election year. However, the exact property that divides tts— 
elemental though it is said to be—remains a macter of some 
controversy. 

Thomas Frank, “American Psyche" 


Keep What “They Say” in View 

We can’t urge you too strongly to keep in mind what "they say” 
as you move through the rest of your text. After summarizing 
the ideas you are responding to at the outset, it’s very tmpor- 
tant to continue to keep those ideas in view. Readers won’t be 
able to follow your unfolding response, much less any compli- 
cations you may offer, unless you keep reminding them what 
claims you are responding to. 

In other words, even when presenting your own claims, 
you should keep returning to the motivating “they say.” The 
longer and morę complicated your text, the greater the 
chance that readers will forget what ideas originally moti- 
vated it—no matter how clearly you lay them out at the 
beginning. At strategie moments throughout your text, we 
recommend that you include what we cali “return sentences.” 
Here is an example, 
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They SA' 


► In condusion, then, as I suggested earller, defenders of 

can't have it both ways. Their assertion that _ 

is contradicted by their claim that 

We ourselves use such return sentences at every opportunity in 
this book to remind you of the view of writing that our book 
ąuestions—that good writing means making true or smart or 
logieal statements about a glven subject with little or no refer- 
ence to what others say about it. 

By reminding readers of the ideas you're responding to, 
return sentences ensure that your text maintains a sense of mis- 
sion and urgency from start to finish. In short, they help ensure 
that your argument is a genuine response co others’ views rather 
than just a set of observations about a given subject. The dii- 
ference is huge. To be responsive to others and the conversa- 
tion you're entering, you need to start with what others are 
saying and continue keeping it in the reader’s view. 

Exercises 

1. The following is a list of arguments that lack a “they say”— 
any sense of who needs to hear these claims, who might 
think otherwise. Like the speaker in the cartoon on page 4 
who declares that The Sopranos presents cotnplex characters, 
these one-sided arguments fail to explain what view they are 
responding to—what view, in effect, they are trying to cor¬ 
rect, add to, qualify, complicate, and so forth. Your job in 
this exercise is to provide each argument with such a coun- 
terview. Feel ffee to use any of the templates in this chap- 
ter that you find helpful. 



Starciu# witA What Others Are Saying 


a. Our experiments suggest that there are dangerous lcvels 
of chemical X in the Ohio groundwater. 

b. Materiał forces drive history. 

c. Proponents of Freudian psychology question standard 
notions of “rationality.” 

d. Małe students often dominate class discussions. 

e. The film is about the probłems of romantic relationships. 

f. l’m afraid that templates like the ones in this book will 
stifle my creativity. 

2. Below is a template that we derived from the opening of 
David Zinczenko’s “Don’t Blame the Eater” (p. 195). Use 
the template to structure a passage on a topie of your own 
choosing. Your first step here should be to find an idea 
that you support that others not only disagree with but 
actually find laughable (or, as Zinczenko puts it, worthy 
of a Jay Leno mnnologue). You might write about one of 
the topics listed in the previous exercise (the environ- 
ment, sports, gender relations, the meaning of a book or 
movie) or any other topie that interests you. 

► If ever there was an idea custom-made for a Jay Leno mono- 
logue, this was it: . Isn't that like 

Whateyer happened to_ _? 

I happen to sympathize with , though, 

perhaps because 



TWO 

“Her Point Is” 

The Art of Summarizing 


If it is true, as we claim in this book, chat to argue per- 
suasively you need to be in dialogue with others, then summa¬ 
rizing others’ arguments is central to your arsenał of basie 
moves, Because writers who make strong claims need co map 
their claims relative to those of other people, it is important to 
know how to summarize effectively what those other people 
say. (We’re using the word “summarizing" here to refer to any 
information from others that you present in your own words, 
including that which you paraphrase.) 

Many writers shy away from summarizing—perhaps because 
they don’t want to take the trouble to go back to the text in 
question and wrestlc with what it says, or because diey fear that 
devoting too much time to other people’s ideas will take away 
from their own. When assigned to write a response to an article, 
such writers might offer their own views on the article’s topie 
while hardly mentioning what the article irself argues or says. At 
the opposire extreme are those who do nothing but summarize. 
Lacking confidence, perhaps, in their own ideas, these writers so 
overload their tcxts with summaries of others' ideas that their 
own voice gets lost. And sińce these summaries are not animated 
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by the writers’ own interests, they often read like mere lists of 
things that X thinks or Y says—with no elear focus. 

As a generał rule, a good summary reąuires balancing what 
the original author is saying with the writer’s own focus. Gen- 
erally speaking, a summary must at once be true to what the 
original author says while also emphasizing those aspects of 
what the author says that interest you, the writer. Striking 
this delicate balance can be tricky, sińce it means facing 
two ways at once: both outward (toward the author being 
summarized) and inward (toward yourself). Ultlmately, it 
means being respecrful of others but simultaneously struć- 
turing how you summarize them in light of your own text’s 
central claim. 


On the One Hand, 

Put Yourself in Their Shoes 

To write a really good summary, you must be able to suspend your 
own beliefs for a time and put yourself in the shoes of someone 
else. This means playing what the writing theorist Peter Elbow 
calls the “believing gamę," in which you try to inhabit the world- 
view of those whose conversation you are joining—and whom 
you are perhaps even disagreeing with—and try to see their argu¬ 
ment from their perspective. This ability to temporarily suspend 
one's own comńctions Łs a hallmark of good actors, who must 
convincingly “become” characters whom in real life they may 
detest. As a writer, when you play the believing gamę well, read- 
ers should not be able to tell whether you agree or disagree with 
the idcas you are summarizing. 

If, as a writer, you cannot or will not suspend your own beliefs 
in this way, you are likely to produce sumtnaries that are so 



"Her Point Is” 

obviously biased that they undermine your credibility wtth 
readers. Consider the following summary. 

David Zinczeako's article, “Don't Blame the Eater," is nothing 
morę than an angry rant in which he accuses the fast-food com- 
panies of an evil conspiracy to make people fat. I disagree because 
these companies have to make raoney. . , . 

lf you review what Zinczenko actually says (pp, 139-41), you 
should immediately see chat this summary amounts to an unfair 
distortion. While Zinczenko does argue that the practices of 
the fast-food industry have the effect of making people fat, his 
tonę is never “angry," and he never goes so far as to suggest 
that the fast-food industry conspires to make people fat with 
deliberately evil intent. 

Another tell-tale sign of this writer’s failure to give 
Zinczenko a fair hearing is the hasty way he abandons the sum¬ 
mary after only one sentence and rushes on to his own response. 
So eager is this wrirer to disagree that he not only caricatures 
what Zinczenko says but also gives the article a hasty, super- 
ficial reading. Granted, there are many writing situations in 
which, because of matters of proportion, a one- or two-sentence 
summary is precisely what you want. Indeed, as writing profes- 
sor Karen Lunsford (whose own research focuses on argument 
theory) points out, it is standard in the natural and social Sci¬ 
ences to summarize the work of others quickly, in one pithy 
sentence or phrase, as in the following example. 

Several studies (Crackle, 1992; Pop, 2001; Snap, 1987) suggest that 
these policies are harmless; moreover, other studies (Dick, 2002; 
Harry, 2003; Tom, 1987) argue that they even have benefits. 
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Buc if your assignment is to respond In wricing co a single author 
like Zinczenko, you will need co celi your readers enough abouc 
his or her argument so they can assess ics merics on cheir own, 
independent of you. 

When a writer fails to provide enough summary or to engage 
in a rigorous or serious enough summary, he or she often fails 
prey to what we cali “the closest clichć syndrome," in which 
whac gees summarized is not the view the author in question has 
actually expressed but a familiar clichć that the wnter mistakes 
for die author’s view (sometimes because the writer believes it 
and mistakenly assumes the autlior must too). So, for example, 
Martin Luther King Jr.'s passionate defense of civil disobedience 
in “Letter from Birmingham Jail” might be summarized not as 
the defense of political protest that it actually is but as a plea 
for everyone to “just get along." Similarly, Zinczenko’s critique 
of the fasr-food industry might be summarized as a cali for over- 
weight people to take responsibility for their weight. 

Whenever you enter into a conversation with others in your 
writing, then, it is extremely important that you go back to 
what those others have said, that you study it very closely, and 
that you not confuse it with something you already belieye, A 
writer who fails to do this ends up essentially conversing with 
imaginary others who are really only the produces of his or her 
own biases and preconceptions. 


On the Other Hand, 

Know Where You Are Coinc 

Even as writing an effective summary reąuires you to tem- 
porarily adopt the worldview of another, it does not mean ignor- 



ing your own view altogether. Paradoxically, at the same time 
that summarizing another text reąuires you to represent fairly 
what it says, it also reąuires that your own response exert a 
ąuiet influence. A good summary, in other words, has a focus 
or spin that allows the summary to fit with your own agenda 
while still being true to the text you are summarizing. 

Thus if you are writing in response to the essay by Zinczenko, 
you should be able to see that an essay on the fast-fbod indus- 
try in generał will cali for a very different summary than will 
an essay on parenting, corporate regulation, or warning labels. 
If you want your essay to encompass all three topics, you’ll need 
co subordinate these three issues to one of Zinczenko’s generał 
claims and then make surę this generał claim directly sets up 
your own argument. 

For example, suppose you want to argue that it is parents, 
not fast-food companies, who are to blame for children‘s obe- 
sity. To set up this argument, you will prohably want to com- 
pose a summary that highlights what Zinczenko says about the 
fast-food industry and parents. Consider this sample. 

In his arricle "Don't Rinnie the Eater," David Zinczenko bliimes 
the fast-food industry for fueling todays so-called obesity epidemie, 
not only by falling to provide adeąuatc warning labels on its 
high-calorie foods but also hy filling the nutritional void in chil- 
dren’s lives left by their overtaxcd working parents. With many 
parents working long hours and unable to supcrvise what their chil- 
dren eat, Zinczenko claims, children toduy are ensily victimized hy 
the low-cost, caloric-laden foods that the fast-food chains are all 
too eager to supply. When he was a young boy, for instance, and 
his single inorher was away at work, he ate at Taco Bell, McDon¬ 
ald^, and other chains on a regular basis, and ended up overweight. 
Zinczenko's hope is that with the new spate of lawsuits against the 
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food industry, orher children with working parencs will have 
healthier choices available to them, and that they will not, like 
hitn, become obese. 

In my view, however, it is the parents, and not the food chains, 
who are responsible fot their children's obesity. While it is true 
that many of today’s parents work long hours, there are still sev- 
eral things that parents can do to guarantee that their children eat 
healthy foods. . . . 

The summary in the first paragraph succeeds because it points 
in two directions at once—both toward Zinczenko’s own text 
and toward the second paragraph, where the writer begins to 
establish her own argument. The opening sentence gives a sense 
of Zinczenko’s generał argument (that the fast-food chains are 
to blame for obesity), including his two matn supporting claims 
(about waming labels and parents), but it ends with an empha- 
sis on the writer’s main concem: parental responsibility. In this 
way, the summary does juscice to Zinczenko’s arguments while 
also setting up the ensuing critique. 

This advice—to summarize authors in light of your own 
arguments—may seem painfully obvious. But writers often sum¬ 
marize a givcn author on one issue even though their text actu- 
ally focuses on another. To avoid this problem, you need to 
make surę that your “they say" and “I say" are well matched. 
In fact, aligning what they say with what you say is a good thing 
to work on when revising what you’ve written. 

Often writers who summarize without regard to their own 
interests fali prey to what might be called “list summaries,” sum- 
maries that simply inventory the original author’s various points 
but fail to focus those points around any larger overall claim. 
If you’ve ever heard a talk in which the points were eonnected 
only by words like “and then,” “also,” and “in addition,” you 
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know how such lists can put listeners to sleep—as shown in 
Figurę 3. A typical list summary sounds like this. 

The author says many different things abour his subject. First he says. 

. . Tłum he makes the point that. ... In acUition he says. . . . 

And ihen he writes.... Aiso he shows that..,. And tlien he says.,.. 

It may be boring list summaries like this that give summaries 
in generał a bad name and even protnpt some instructors to dis- 
courage their students from summarizing at all. 

In conclusion, writing a good summary means not just rep- 
resenting an author’s view accutately, but doing so in a way 
that fits your own composition’s larger agenda. On the one 
hand, it means playing Peter Elbow’s believing gamę and doing 
justice to the source; if the summary ignores or misrepresents 
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the source, its bias and unfaimess will show. On the other hand, 
even as ic does justice to the source, a summary has to have a 
slant or spin that prepares the way for your own claims. Once 
a summary enters your text, you should think of it as joint prop- 
erty—reflecting both the source you are summarizing and your 
own views. 


Summarizing Satirically 

Thus far in this chapter we have argued that, as a generał rule, 
good summarics require a balance between what someone else 
has said and your own interests as a writer. Now, however, we 
want to address one exception to this rule: the satiric summary, 
in which a writer deliberately gives his or her own spin to some¬ 
one else's argument in order to reveal a glaring shortcoming in 
it. Despite our previous comments that well-crafted summaries 
generally strike a balance between heeding what someone else 
has said and your own independent interests, the satiric modę 
can at times be a very effective form of critique because it lets 
the summarized argument condemn itself without overt edito- 
rializing by you, the writer. If you’ve ever watched The Daily 
Show, you’11 recall that it often merely summarizes silly things 
political leaders have said ordone, letting their words or actions 
undermine themselves. 

Consider another examplc. In late September 2001, former 
President George W. Bush in a speech to Congress urged the 
nation’s “continued participation and confidence in the Amer¬ 
ican economy” as a means of recovering front the terrorist 
attacks of 9/11. The journalist Allan Sloan criticized this pro- 
posal simply by summarizing it, observing that the president 



had equated “patriotism with shopping. Maxing out your credit 
cards at the mail wasn’t self indulgence, it was a way to get 
bąck at Osama bin Laden.” Sloan’s summary leaves no doubt 
where he stands—he considers Bush’s proposal ridiculous, or at 
least too simple. 


USE SlCNAL VERBS THAT FlT THE ACTION 

In introducing summaries, try to avoid bland formulas like “she 
says,” or "they believe.” Though language like rhis is sometimes 
serviceable enough, it often fails to rełlect accurateiy what's been 
said. In some cases, “he says” may even drain the passion out of 
the ideas you’re summarizing. 

We suspect that the habit of ignoring the action in what we 
summarize stems from the mistaken belief we mentioned ear- 
lier that writing is about playing it safe and not making waves, 
a matter of pi ling up truths and bits of knowledge rather than 
a dynamie process of doing things to and with other people. 
People who wouldn’t hesitate to say “X totally misrepresented,” 
“attacked," or “loved” something when chatting with friends 
will in their writing often opt for far tamer and even less accu- 
rate phrases like “X said." 

But the authors you summarize at the college level seldom 
simply “say” or “discuss" things; they “urge,” “emphasize,” and 
“complain about” them. David Zinczenko, for example, 
doesn’t just say that fast-food companies contribute to obesity; 
he complaim or protests that they do; he challenges, chastises, and 
indicts those companies. The Declaration of Independence 
doesn’t just talk about the treatment of the colonies by the 
British; it protests against it. To do justice to the authors you 
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cite, we recommend that when summarizing—or when intro- 
ducing a ąuotation-—you use vivid and preclse signal verbs as 
often as possible. Though “he says” or “she believes" will sorne- 
times be the most appropriate language for the occasion, your 
text will often be morę accurate and lively if you tailor your 
verbs to suit the precise actions you’re describing. 

Templates for Introducinc 
Summaries and Quotations 

► She advocates a radical reyision of the juyenile ju sttee system. 

► They celebrate the fact that 

► , he admlts. 


Verbs for Introducinc 
Sum maries and Quotations 


VERBS FOR MAKINC A CLAIM 


argue 

inslst 

assert 

observe 

believe 

remlnd us 

dalm 

report 

emphasize 

suggest 

VERBS FOR EXPRESSINC ACREEMI 

ENT 

acknowledge 

endorse 

admire 

extol 

agree 

praise 



VERBS FOR EXPRESSINC AGREEMENT 


celebrate the fact that 

reaffirm 

corroborate 

support 

do ńot deny 

yerify 


VERBS FOR QUESTIONING ( 

OR DISAGREEING 

complain 

qualify 

complicate 

question 

contend 

refute 

contradict 

rejeet 

deny 

renounce 

deplore the tendency to 

repudiate 


VERBS FOR MAK 

ING RECOMMENDATIONS 

advocate 

implore 

cali for 

plead 

demand 

recommend 

encourage 

urge 

exhort 

wam 


Exer cises 

1. To get a feel for Peter EIbow’s “believing gamę,” write a sum- 
mary of some belief that you strongly disagree with. Then 
write a summary of the position that you actually hołd on 
this topie. Give both summaries to a classmate or two, and 
see if they can tell which position you endorse. If you’ve suc- 
ceeded, they won't be able to tell. 



The Art of Suwmanijing 


2. Wrice two different summaries of David Zinczenko’s “Don’t 
Blame the Eater" (pp. 195-97). Wrice che firsc one for an 
essay arguing that, contrary to what Zinczenko claims, there 
are inexpensive and convenient alcernatives co fast-food 
restaurants. Write the second for an essay that ąuesrions 
whether being overweight is a genuine medical problem 
rather than a problem of cultural stereotypes. Compare your 
two summaries: though they are about the same article, they 
should look very different. 



TH REE 

“As He Himself Puts It” 

The Art of Quoting 

—®— 


A key premise of this book is that to launch an effective 
argument you need to write the arguments of others into your 
text. One of the best ways to do so is by not only summarizing 
what “they say,” as suggested in Chapter 2, but by quoting their 
exact words. Quoting someone else's words gives a tremendous 
amount of credibility to your summary and helps ensure that it 
is fair and accurate. In a sense, then, quotations function as a 
kind of proof of evidence, saying to readers: “Look, I’m not just 
inaking this up. She makes this claim and here it is in her exact 
words." 

Yet many writers make a host of mistakes when it comes to 
quoting, not the least of which is the failure to quote enough 
in the first place, if at all. Some writers quote too little— 
perhaps because they don’t want to bother going back to the 
original text and looking up the author’s exact words, or because 
they think they can reconstruct the author’s ideas from mem- 
ory. At the opposite extreme are writers who so overquote that 
they end up with texts that are short on commentary of their 
own—maybe because they lack confidence in their ability to 
comment on the quotations, or because they don't fully under- 



The Art of Quoting 


stand what they’ve quoted and therefore have trouble explain- 
ing what che quotarions mean. 

But the main problem with ąuoting arises when writers 
assume that quotations speak for thetnselves. Because the 
meaning of a quotation is obvious to chem, many writers assume 
that this meaning will also be obvious to their readers, when 
often it is not. Writers who make this mistake think that their 
job is done when they’ve chosen a quotation and inserted it 
into their cext. They draft an essay, slap in a few quotations, 
and whammo, they’re done. 

Such writers fail to see that quoting means morę than sim- 
ply enclosing what “they say" in quotation marks. In a way, 
quotations are orphans: words that have been taken from their 
original contexts and that nced to be integrated into their new 
textual surroundings. This chapter offers two key ways to pro- 
duce this sort of integration: (1) by choosing quotations wisely, 
with an eye to how well they support a particular part of your 
text, and (2) by surrounding every major quotation with a frame 
explaining whose words they are, what the quotation means, 
and how the quotation relates to your own text. The point we 
want to emphasize is that quoting what “they say" must always 
be connected with what you say. 


Quote Relevant Passaces 

Before you can select appropriate quotations, you need to have 
a sense of what you want to do with them—that is, how they 
will support your text at the particular point where you insert 
them. Be careful not to select ąuotations just for the sake of 
demonstrating that you’ve read the author's work; you need to 
make surę they support your own argument. 



However, finding relevant ąuotations is not always easy, In 
fact, sometimes ąuotations that were initially relevant to your 
argument, or to a key point in it, become less so as your text 
changes during the process of writing and revising. Given the 
evolving and messy naturę of writing, you may sometimes think 
that you’ve found the perfect ąuotation to support your argu¬ 
ment, only to discover later on, as your text develops, that your 
focus has changed and the ąuotation no longer works. It can be 
somewhat misleading, then, to speak of finding your thesis and 
finding relevant ąuotations as two separate steps, one coming 
after the other. When you're deeply engaged in the writing and 
revising process, there is usually a great deal of back-and-forth 
between your argument and any ąuotations you select. 


Frame Every Quotation 

Finding relevant ąuotations is only part of your job; you also 
need to present them in a way that makes their relevance and 
meaning elear to your readers. Since ąuotations do not speak 
for themselves, you need to build a frame around them in which 
you do that speaking for them. 

Quotations that are inserted into a text without such a frame 
are sometimes called “dangling” ąuotations for the way they’re 
left dangling without any explanation. One former graduate 
teaching assistant we worked with, Steve Benton, calls these 
“hit-and-run” ąuotations, likening them to car accldencs in 
which the driver speeds away and avoids taking responsibil- 
ity for the dent in your fender or the smashed taillights, as in 
Figurę 4. 

On the following page is a typical hit-and-run ąuotation 
by a writer responding to an essay by the feminist philoso- 
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DON’T BE h HfT-AND-RUN GUOTER. 



pher Susan Bordo, who lamencs that media prcssures on young 
women to diet are spreading to previously isolated regions of 
the world like the Fiji islands. 

Susan Bordo writes about women and dieting. “Fiji is just one exam- 
ple. Until television was introduced in 1995, the islands had no 
reported cascs of earing disorders. In 1998, three years after pro- 
grams front the United States and Britain began broadcasting there, 
62 percent of the girls surveyed reported dieting.” 

1 think Bordo is right. Another point Bordo makes is that. . .. 

Since this writer fails to introduce the ąuotation adequately or 
explain why he finds it worth ąuoting, readers will have a hard 
time reconstructing what Bordo argued. Besides neglecting to 
say who Bordo is or even that the quoted words are hers, the 
writer does not explain how her words connect with anything 
he is saying or even what she says that he thinks is so "right.” 
He simply abandons the quotation in his hastę to zoom on to 
another point. 



“As He Himself Puts It" 

To adeąuately Franie a ąuotation, you need to insert it into 
what we like to cali a “ąuotation sandwich,” with the State- 
ment introducing it serving as the top slice of bread and the 
explanation following it serving as the bottom slice. The intro- 
ductory or lead-in claims should explain who is speaking and 
set up what the ąuotation says; the follow-up statements should 
explain why you consider the ąuotation to be important and 
what you take it to say. 

Templates for Introducing Quotations 

X States, "not all sterojds should be banried from sports.” 

As the prominent philosopher X puts it, “ 

According to X, * 

X himself writes, " 

In her book, , X maintains that “ 

Writing in the journal Commentary , X complains that" 

In X's view," 

X agrees when she writes, “ 

X disagrees when he writes. " 

X complicates matters further when she writes, “ 

Templates for Explaininc Quotations 

The one piece of advice about ąuoting that our students say 
they find most helpful is to get in the habit of following every 
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major quotation by explaining what it means, using a templace 
like one of the ones below. 

► Basically; X is warning that the proposed solution will only make 
the problem worse. 

► In other words, X believes 

► In making this comment, X urges us to _ 

► X is corroborating the age-old adage that 

► X's point is that 

► The essence ofX's argument is that - - . 


When offering such explanations, it is important to use lan- 
guage that accurately reflects the spirit of the ąuoted passage. 

It is quite serviceable to wite “Bordo States” or "asserts” in 
introducing the quotation about Fiji. But given the fact See pp. 39-40 
that Bordo is clearly alarmed by the extension of the 
media’s reach to Fiji, it is far morę accurate to use lan- 
guage that reflects her alarm: “Bordo is alarmed that” 
or “is disturbed by" or “complains." 

Consider, for example, how the earlier passage on 
Bordo might be revised using some of these moves. 


list of 
action verbs 
Tor summariz- 
ing what 
others say. 


The feminist philosoplier Susan Bordo deplores Western medias 
obsession wtth female thinness and dieting. Her basie complaint is 
that inereasing numbers of women across the globe are being led 
to see themselves as fat and in need of a diet. Citing the islands of 
Fiji as a case in point, Bonio notes that “until television was intro- 
duced in 1995, the islands had no reported cases of eadng disor- 
ders. In 1998, three years after programs from the United States 
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and Britain began broadcasting there, 62 percent of the girls sur- 
veyed reported dieting" (149-50). Bordo's point is that the West¬ 
ern cult of dieting is spreading even to remote places across the 
globe. Ultiraately, Bordo complains, the culture of dieting will find 
you, regardless of where you live. 

Bordo’s observations ring true to me because, now that 1 think 
about it, most women I know, regardless of where they are from, 
are seriously unhappy with their weight. . . . 

This framing of the quotation not only better integrates Bordo’s 
words into the writer’s text, but also serves to demonstrate the 
writer's interpretation of what Bordo is saying. While "the fem- 
intst philosopher” and “Bordo notes” provide information that 
readers need to know, the sentences that follow the quotation 
build a bridge between Bordo's words and those of the writer, 
The reference to 62 percent of Fijian girls dieting is no longer 
an inert statistic (as it was in the flawed passage presented 
earlier) but a quantitative example of how “the Western cult 
of dieting is spreading . . . across the globe.” Just as impor- 
tant, these sentences explain what Bordo is saying in the 
writer’s own words—and thereby make elear that the quota- 
tion is being used purposefully to set up the writer's own argu¬ 
ment and has not been stuck in just for padding the essay or 
the works-cited list. 


Blend the Author's Words 
with Your Own 


The above framing materia! also works well because it accu- 
rately represents Bordo’s words while giving those words the 
writer’s own spin. Notice how the passage refers several times 
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to the key concept of dieting, and how it echoes Bordo's ref- 
erences to “television" and to U.S. and British “broadcasting” 
by referring to “culture,” which is further specified as “West¬ 
ern.” Instead of simply repeating Bordo word for word, the 
follow-up sentences echo just enough of her language while still 
moving the discussion in the wrlter’s own direction. In effect, 
the framing creates a kind of hybrid mix of Bordo’s words and 
those of the writer. 


Can You Overanalyze a Quotation? 

But is ir possible to overexplain a quotation? And how do you 
know when you've explained a ąuotation thoroughly enough? 
After all, not all quotations require the same amount of 
explanatory framing, and there are no hard-and-fast rules for 
knowing how much explanation any quotation needs. As a gen¬ 
erał nile, the most explanarory framing is needed for ąuotations 
that may be hard for readers to process: quotations that are long 
and complex, that are filled with details or jargon, or that con- 
tain hidden complexities. 

And yet, though the particular situation usually dictates when 
and how much to explain a quotation, we will still offer one piece 
of advice: when in doubt, go for it. It is better to risk being overly 
explicit about what you take a quolation to mean than to leave 
the quotation dangling and your readers in doubt. lndeed, we 
encourage you to provide such explanatory framing even when 
writing to an audience that you know to be familiar w i dr the 
author being quoted and able to interpret your quotations on their 
own. Even in such cases, readers need to see how you interpret 
the quotation, sińce words—especially those of controversial fig- 
ures—can be interpreted in various ways and used to support dif- 
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ferent, sometimes opposing, agendas. Your readers need to see 
what you make of che materiał you’ve quoted, if only to be surę 
that your reading of the materiał and theirs is on the same page. 


How Not to Introduce Quotations 

We want tn conclude this chapter by surveying some ways not 
to introduce quotations. Although some writers do so, you 
should not introduce quotations by saying something like 
“Orwell asserts an idea that” or "A quote by Shakespeare says.” 
Introductory phrases like these are both redundant and mis- 
leading. In the first example, you could write either “Orwell 
asserts that" or “OrweH's assertion is that,” rather than redun- 
dantly combining the two. The second example misleads read¬ 
ers, sińce it is the writer who is doing the quoting, not 
Shakespeare (as “a quote by Shakespeare” implies). 

The templates in this book will help you avoid such mis- 
rakes. Once you have mastered templates like "as X puts it," or 
“in X’s own words,” you probably won’t even have to think 
about them—and will be free to focus on the challenging ideas 
that templates help you frame. 


Exercises 

1. Find a published piece of writing that quotes something that 
“they say." How has the writer integrated the quotation into 
his or her own text? How has he or she introduced the quo- 
tation, and what, if anything, has the writer said to explain 
it and tie it to his or her own text? Based on what you've read 
in this chapter, are there any changes you would suggest? 
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2. Look ar something you have written for one of your classes. 
Have you quoted any sources? If so, how have you integrated 
the ąuotation into your own text? How have you introduced 
it? Explained what it means? Indicated how it relates co your 
text? If you haven’t done all these things, revise your text 
to do so, perhaps using the Templates for Introducing Quo- 
tations (p. 46) and Explaining Quocations (pp. 46-47). If 
you've not written anything with quotations, try revising 
some academic text you’ve written to do so. 




2 

“I Say” 




‘Yes / No / Okay, But 1 

Three Ways to Respond 


The first three chaptersofthisbookdiscuss the “they say” 
stage of wricing, in which you devote your attention to the 
views of some other person or group. In this chapter we move 
to the “I say” stage, in which you offer your own argument as 
a response to what “they" have said. 

Moving to the “I say" stage can be daunting in academia, 
where it often may seem that you need to be an expert in a 
field to have an argument at all. Many students have told us 
that they have trouble entering some of the hlgh-powered eon- 
versations that take place in college or graduate school because 
they do not know enough about the topie at hand, or because, 
they say, they simply are not "smart enough." Yet often these 
same students, when given a chance to study in depth the eon- 
tribution that some scholar has madę in a given field, will tum 
around and say things like “I can see where she is coming from, 
how she makes her case by building on what other scholars 
have said. Perhaps had I studied the situation longer / could 
have come up with a similar argument.” What these students 
came to realize is that good arguments are based not on knowU 
edge that only a special class of experts has access to, but on 
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everyday habits of mind that can be isolated, identified, and 
used by almost anyone. Though there’s certainly no substitute 
for expertise and for knowing as much as possible about one’s 
topie, the arguments that finally win the day are built, as the 
title of this chapter suggests, on some very basie rhetorical pat- 
tems that most of us use on a daily basis. 

There are a great many ways to respond to others’ ideas, but 
this chapter concentrates on the three most common and rec- 
ognizable ways: agreeing, disagreeing, or some combination of 
both. Although each way of responding is open to endless vari- 
ation, we focus on these three because readers come to any text 
needing to learn fairly ąuickly where the writer stands, and they 
do this by placing the writer on a mental map consisting of a 
few familiar options: the writer agrees with those he or she is 
responding to, disagrees with them, or presents some combi¬ 
nation of both agreeing and disagreeing. 

When writers take too long to declare their position rela- 
tive to views they’ve summarized or quoted, readers get ffus- 
trated, wondering, “Is this guy agreeing or disagreeing? Is he for 
what this other person has said, against it, or what?" For this 
reason, this chapter's advice applies to reading as well as to 
writing. Especially with difficult texts, you need not only to 
find the position the writer is responding to—the “they say”— 
but also to determine whether the writer is agreeing with it, 
challenging it, or some mixture of the two. 


Only Three Ways to Respond? 

Perhaps you’11 worry that fitting your own response into one of 
these three categories will force you to oversimplify your argu¬ 
ment or lessen its complexity, subtlety, or originality. This is 
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certainly a serious concem for academics who are rightly skep- 
tical of writing that is simplistic and reductive. We would argue, 
however, that the morę complex and subtle your argument is, 
and the morę it departs from the conventional ways people 
think, the morę your readers will need to be able to place it on 
dieir mental map in order to process the complex details you 
present. That is, the complexity, subtlety, and originality of 
your response are morę likely to stand out and be noticed if 
readers have a baseline sense of where you stand relative to any 
ideas you’ve cited. As you move through this chapter, we hope 
you'U agree that the forms of agreeing, disagreeing, and both 
agreeing and disagreeing that we discuss, far from being sim¬ 
plistic or one-dimensional, are able to accommodate a high 
degree of creative, complex thought. 

It is always a good tactic to begin your response not 
by launching directly into a mass of details but by stating 
clearly whether you agree, disagree, or both, using a direct, 
no-nonsensc formula such as: “1 agree,” "1 disagree," or “1 am 
of two minds. I agree that , but I cannot agree 

that Once you have offered one of these See p ‘ 21 for 

straightforward statements (or one of the many varia- su S8 est ' on * 

on previewin{ 

tions discussed below), readers will have a strong grasp w (, ere you 
of your pasition and then be able to appreciate the com- stand, 
plications you go on to offer as your response unfolds. 

Still, you may object that these three basie ways of respond- 
ing don't cover all the options—that they ignore interpretive or 
analytical responses, for example. In other words, you might think 
that when you interpret a literary work you don’t necessarily agree 
or disagree with anything but simply explain die wotk’s meaning, 
style, or structure. Many essays about literaturę and the arts, it 
might be said, take this form—they interpret a work’s meaning, 
thus rendering matters of agreeing or disagreeing irreleyant. 
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We would argue, however, that the most interesting inter- 
pretations in fact tend to be those that agree, disagree, or 
both—that instead of being offered solo, the best interpreta- 
tions take strong stands relative to other interpretations. In fact, 
there would be no reason to offer an interpretation of a work 
of literaturę or art unless you were responding to the interpre¬ 
tations or possible interpretations of others. Even when you 
point out features or ąualities of an artistic work that others 
have not noticed, you are implicitly disagreeing with what those 
interpreters have said by pointing out that chey missed or over- 
looked something that, in your view, is important. In any effec- 
tive interpretation, then, you need not only to State what you 
yourself take the work of art to mean but to do so relative to 
the interpretations of other readers—be they professional schol- 
ars, teachers, classmates, or even hypothetical readers (as in, 
“Although some readers might think that rhis poem is about 
, it is in fact about ")■ 


Disagree—and Explain Why 


Disagreeing may seern like one of the simpler moves a writer 
can make, and it. is often the first thing people associate with 
critical thinking. Disagreeing can also be the easiest way to gen¬ 
erale an essay: find something you can disagree with in what 
has been said or might be said about your topie, summarize it, 
and argue with it. But disagreement in fact poses hidden chal- 
lenges. You need to do morę than simply assert that you dis¬ 
agree with a particular view; you also have to offer persuasive 
reasons why you disagree. After all, disagreeing means morę 
than adding "not" to what someone else has said, morę than 
just saying, "Although they say women’s rights are improving, 
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I say women’s rights are not improving.” Such a response merely 
contradicts che view it responds to and fails to add anything 
interesting or new. To tum it into an argument, you need to 
give reasons to support what you say: because another’s argu¬ 
ment fails to take relevant factors into account; because it is 
based on faulty or incomplete evidence; because it rests on ques- 
tionable assumptions; or because it uses flawed logie, is eon- 
tradictory, or overlooks what you take to be the real issue. To 
move the conversation forward (and, indeed, to justify your 
very act of writing), you need to demonstrate that you have 
someching to contribute. 

You can even disagree by making what we cali the “duh" 
move, in which you disagree not with the position itself but 
with the assumption that it is a new or stunning revelacion. 
Here is an example of such a move, used to open a 2003 essay 
on the State of American schools. 

According to a recent report by some researchers at Stanford Uni- 
versity, high school students with college aspirations “often lack 
crucial Information on applying to college and on succeeding aca- 
demically once they get rhere." 

Weil, duh. . , . It shouldn't take a Stanford research team to 
tell us that when it comes to "succeeding academically,” many stu¬ 
dents don't have a elue. 

Gerald Graff, “Trickle-Down Obfuscation" 

Like all of the other moves discussed in this book, the “duh" 
move can be tailored co meet the needs of almost any writing 
situation. If you ftnd the expression “duh” too brash to use with 
your intended audience, you can always dispense with the term 
itself and write something like “It is true that ; but 

we already knew that." 
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Templates for Disacreeinc, with Reasons 

► X is mistaken because she overlooks recent fossij discoyeries in the 

South. 

► X’s daim that rests upon the questionable assumption 

that 

► I disagree with X'sview that - because, as recent research 

has shown, 

► X contradicts herself/can't have it both ways. On the one hand, she 

argues , On the other hand, she also says 

► By focusing on , X oyerlooks the deeper problem of 


You can also disagree by making what we cali the "twist 
it” move, in which you agree with the evidence that some- 
one else has presented but show through a twist of logie that 
this evidence actually supports your own, contrary position. 
For example: 

X argues for stricter gun control legislation, saying that the crime 
ratę is on the rise and that we need to restrict the circulation of 
guns. I agree that the crime ratę is on the rise, but that’s precisely 
why I oppose stricter gun control legislation. We need to own guns 
to protect ourselves against criminals. 


In this example of the “twist it” move, the writer agrees with 
X’s claim that the crime ratę is on the rise but then argues that 
this inereasing crime ratę is in fact a valid reason for opposing 
gun control legislation. 
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At times you might be reluctant to express disagreement, for 
any number of reasons—not wanting to be unpleasant, to hurt 
someone’s feelings, or to make yourself vulnerable to being dis- 
agreed with in return. One of these reasons may in fact explain 
why the conference speaker we described at thc start of Chap- 
ter 1 avoided mentioning the disagreement he had with other 
scholars until he was provoked to do so in the discussion that 
followed his talk. 

As much as we understand such fears of conflict and have 
experienced them ourselves, we nevertheless believe it is bet- 
ter to state our disagreements in frank yet considerate ways than 
to deny them. After all, suppressing disagreements doesn’t make 
them go away; it only pushes them underground, where they 
can fester in privare unchecked. Nevertheless, disagreements 
do not need to take the form of personal put-downs. Further- 
morę, there is usually no reason to take issue with every aspect 
of someone else’s views. You can single out for criticism only 
those aspects of what someone else has said that are troubling, 
and then agree with the rest—although such an approach, as 
we will see later in this chapter, leads to the somewhat morę 
complicated terrain of both agreeing and disagreeing at the 
same time. 


Agree—but with a Difference 

Like disagreeing, agreeing is less simple than it may appear. Just 
as you need to avoid simply contradicting views you disagyee 
with, you also need to do morę than simply echo views you 
agree with. Even as you’re agreeing, it’s important to bring 
something new and ffesh to the table, adding something that 
makes you a valuable participant in the convefsation, 
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There are many moves that enable you to contribute sonie- 
thing of your own to a conversation even as you agree witli what 
someone else has said. You may point out some unnoticed evi- 
dence or linę of reasoning that supports X’s claims that X ber- 
self hadn’t mentioned. You may cite some corroborating persona! 
experience, or a situation not mentioned by X that her views 
help readers understand. If X’s views are particularly challenging 
or esoreric, what you bring to the table could be an accessible 
translation—an explanation for readers not already in the know. 
In other wotds, your text can usefully contribute to the conver- 
sation simply by pointing out unnoticed implications or explain- 
ing something that needs to be better understood. 

Whatever modę of agreement you choose, the important 
thing is to open up some difference or contrast between your 
position and the one you're agrecing wlth rather than simply 
parroting what it says. 

Templates for Acreeinc 

* I agree that diyersity in the student body is educatlonally yąluable 
because my experience at Central Uniyersjty confirms It, 

► X is surely right about because, as she may not be 

aware, recent studies have shown that 

► X's theory of _is estremely useful because It sheds light 

on the difficult problem of 

► Those unfamillar with this school of lhought may be interested to 
know that it basically boils down to 

Some writers avoid the practice of agreeing almost as much 
as others avoid disagreeing. In a culture like America’s that 
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prizes originality, independence, and competitive individual- 
ism, wrlters sometimes don't like to admit that anyone else has 
madę the same point, seemingly beating them to the punch. In 
our view, however, as long as you can support a view taken by 
someone else without merely restating what he ot she has said, 
there is no reason to worry about being “unoriginal." Indeed, 
there is good reason to rejoice when you agree with others sińce 
those others can lend credibility to your argument. While you 
don't want to present yourself as a mere copycat of someone 
else’s views, you also need to avoid sounding like a lone voice 
in the wildemess. 

But do be aware that whenever you agree with one per¬ 
son^ view, you are likely disagreeing with someone else's. It 
is hard to align yourself with one position without at least 
implicitly positioning yourself against others. The psycholo- 
gist Carol Gilligan does just that in an essay in which she 
agrees with scientists who argue that the human brain is 
“hard-wired” for cooperation, but in so doing aligns herself 
against anyone who believes that the brain is wired for self- 
ishness and competition. 

These findings join a growing convergence of evidence across the 
human Sciences leading to a revolutionary shift in consciousness. 
. . . If cooperation, typically associated with altruism and self- 
sacrifice, sets off the same signals of delight as pleasures commonly 
associated with hedonism and self-indulgence; if the opposition 
hetween selfish and selfless, self vs. relationship biologically makes 
no sense, then a new paradigm is necessary to reframe the very 
terms of the conversation. 

Carol Gilligan, “Sisterhood Is Pleasurahle: 

A Quiet Revolution in Psychology" 
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In agreeing with some scientists that “the opposition 
between selfish and selfless . . . makes no sense,” Gilligan 
implicitly disagrees with anyone who thinks the opposition does 
make sense. Basically, what Gilligan says could be boiled down 
to a template. 

► I agree that , a point that needs emphasizing sińce so 

many people still believe 

► If group X is right that , as I thinktheyare, then we need 

to reassess the popular assumption that 

What such templates allow you to do, then, is to agree with 
one view while challenging another—a move that leads inco 
the dontain of agreeing and disagreeing simultaneously. 

Agree ano Disagree Simultaneously 

This last option is often our favorite way of responding. One 
thing we particularly like about agreeing and disagreeing simul¬ 
taneously is that it helps us get beyond the kind of “is too” / 
“is not” exchanges that often characterize the disputes of young 
children and the morę polarized shouting matches of talk radio 
and TV. 

Templates for Agreeinc 
and Disagreeing Simultaneously 

“Yes and no." “Yes, but...” “Although 1 agree up to a point, 
I still insist..." These are just some of the ways you can make 
your argument complicated and nuanced while maintaining a 

6 4 



Three Ways to Respond 


elear, reader-friendly framework. The parallel structure—“yes 
and no”; "on the one hand I agree, on the other 1 disagree”— 
enables readers to place your argument on that map of posi- 
tions we spoke of earlier in this chapter while still keeping your 
argument sufficiently complex. 

Another aspect we like about this option is that it can be 
tipped subtly toward agreement or disagreement, depending on 
where you lay your stress. If you want to stress the disagreement 
end of the spectrum, you would use a template like the one below. 

► Although I agree with X up to a point, I cannot accept his overrid- 
ing assumption that ręligiop is np longer a major foręe today. 

Conversely, if you want to stress your agreement morę than 
your disagreement, you would use a template like this one. 

► Although I disagree with much that X says, I fully endorse his finał 
conclusion that 

The first template above might be called a “yes, but...” move, 
the second a “no, but ...” move. Other versions include the 
following. 

► Though I concede that , I still insist that 

► X is right that , but she seems on morę dubious ground 

when she daims that 

► While XJs probably wrong when she daims that 
she is right that 

► Whereas X provides ample evidence that_- _, Y and Z's 

research on and convinces me 

that instead. 
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Another classic way co agree and disagree at the same time 
is to make what we cali an “I'm of two minds" or a “mixed feel- 
ings” move. 


► i'm of two minds about X's daim that . On the one 

hand, I agree that . On the other hand, l‘m not surę if 

► My feelings on the issue are mixed. I do support X’s position that 

, but i find Y's argument about and Z’s 

research on to be equally persuasive. 

This move can be especially useful if you are responding to new 
or particularly challenging work and are as yet unsure where 
you stand. It also lends itself well to the kind of speculative 
investigation in which you weigh a position’s pros and cons 
rather than come out decisively either for or against. But again, 
as we suggest earlier, whether you are agreeing, disagreeing, or 
both agreeing and disagreeing, you need to be as elear as pos- 
sible, and making a frank statement that you are ambivalent is 
one way to be elear. 


Is Being Undecided Okay? 

Nevertheless, writers often have as many concems about 
expressing ambivalence as they do about expressing disagree- 
ment or agreement. Some worry that by expressing ambiva- 
lence they will come across as evasive, wishy-washy, or unsure 
of themselves. Others worry that their ambivalence will end up 
confusing readers who require decisive clear-cut conclusions. 
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The cruth is that in some cases these worries are legitimate. 
At limes ambivalence can frustrate readers, leaving them with 
the feeling that you failed in your obligation to offer the guid- 
ance they expect from writers. At other times, however, 
aeknowledging that a clear-cut resolution of an issue is impos- 
sible ean demonstrate your sophistication as a writer. In an aca- 
demie culture that values comp!ex thought, forthrightly 
declaring that you have mixed fcelings can be impressive, espe- 
cially after having ruled out the one-dimensional positions on 
your issue taken by others in the conversation. Ultimately, 
then, how ambivalent you end up being comes down to a judg- 
ment cali based on different readers’ responses to your drafts, 
on your knowledge of your audience, and on the challenges of 
your particular argument and situation. 


Exercises 

1. Read one of the essays at the back of this book, identifying 
those places where the author agrees with others, disagrees, 
or both. 

2. Write an essay responding in some way to the essay that you 
worked with in the preceding exercise. You’ll want to sum- 
marize and/or quote some of the author’s ideas and make 
elear whether you’re agreeing, disagreeing, or both agreeing 
and disagreeing with what he or she says. Remember that 
there are templates in this book that can help you get started; 
see Chapters 1-3 for templates that will help you represent 
other people’s ideas, and Chapter 4 for templates that will 
get you started with your response. 



FI V E 

“And Yet” 

Distinguishing What You Say 
from What They Say 


If cood academic writinc involves puttingyourself into 
dialogue with others, it is extremely important that readers be 
able to tell at every point when you are expressing your own 
view and when you are stating someone else’s. This chapter 
takes up the problem of moving from what they say to what you 
say without confusing readers about who is saying what. 


Determine Who Is Saying What 
in the Texts You Read 

Before examining how to signal who is saying what in your own 
writing, let's look at how to recognize such signals when they 
appear in the texts you read—an especially important skill 
when it comes to the challenging works assigned in school. Fre- 
quently, when students have trouble understanding difficult 
texts, it is not just because the texts contain unfamiliar ideas 
or words, but because the texts rely on subtle clues to let read- 
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ers know when a particular view should be attributed to the 
writer or to sotneone else. Especially with texts that present a 
true dialogue of perspectives, readers need to be alert to the 
often subtle markers that indicate whose voice the writer is 
speaking in. 

Consider how the social critic and educator Gregory 
Mantsios uses these “voice markers," as they might be called, 
to distinguish the different perspectives in his essay on Amer¬ 
ica^ class inequalities. 

“We are all middle-class,” or so it would seem. Our national con- 
sciousness, as shaped in large part by the media and our political 
ieadership, provides us with a picture of ourselves as a nation of 
prosperity and opportunity with an ever cxpanding middle-class 
life-style. As a result, our class differences are muted and our col- 
lective charactcr is homogenized. 

Yet class divisions are real and arguably the most. significant fac- 
tor in detcrmining both our very being in the world and the naturę 
of the society we live in. 

Gregory Mantsios, "Rewards and Opportunities: 

The Politics and Economics of Class in the U.S." 

Although Mantsios makes it look easy, he is actually making 
several sophisticated rhetorical moves here that help him dis¬ 
tinguish the common view he opposes ffom his own position. 

In the opening sentence, for instance, the phrase “or so it 
would seem” shows that Mantsios does not necessarily agree 
with the view he is describing, sińce writers normally don’t pre¬ 
sent views they themselves hołd as ones that only “seem” to be 
true. Mantsios also places this opening view in quotation marks 
to signal that it is not his own. He then further distances 
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himself from the belief being summarized in the opening para- 
graph by attributing it to "our national consciousness, as shaped 
in large part by the media and our political leadership,” and 
then further attributing to this “consciousness” a negative, 
undesirable “result”: one in whićh “our class differences" get 
“muted" and “our collective character” gets “homogenized,” 
stripped of its diversity and distinctness. Hence, even before 
Mantsios has declared his own position in the second para- 
graph, readers can get a pretty solid sense of where he próba- 
bly stands. 

Furthermore, the second paragraph opens with the word 
“yet," indicating that Mantsios is now shifting to his own view 
(as opposed to the common view he has thus far been describ- 
ing). Even the parallelism he sets up between the first and sec¬ 
ond paragraphs—between the first paragraph's claim that class 
differences do not exist and the second paragraph’s claim that 
they do—helps throw into sharp relief the differences between 
the two voices. Finally, Mantsios’s use of a direct, authorita- 
t'ive, declarative tonę in the second paragraph also suggests a 
switch in voice. Although he does not use the words “1 say" 
or “1 argue," he clearly identifies the view he holds by pre- 
senting it not as one that merely seems to be true or that och- 
ers tell us is true, but as a view that is true or, as Mantsios puts 
it, “real.” 

Paying attention to these voice markers is an important 
aspect of reading comprehension. Readers who fail to notice 
these markers often take an author's summaries of what some- 
one else believes to be an expression of what the author him¬ 
self or herself believes. Thus when we teach Mantsios’s essay, 
some students invariably come away thinking that the state- 
ment “we are all middle-class” is Mantsios's own position rather 
than the perspective he is opposing, failing to see that in writ- 
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ing tliese words Mantsios acts as a kind of ventriloquist, mim- 
icking what others say rather than directly expressing what he 
himself is thinking. 

To see how important such voice markers are, consider what 
the Mantsios passage looks like if we remove them. 

We are all middle-class. . . . We are a nation oF prosperity and 
opportunity wirh an ever expanding middle-class liFe-style. . . . 

Class divi$ions are real and arguably the most significant factor 
in determining both our very being in the world and the naturę of 
che socicty we live in. 

In contTast to the careful delineation between voices in 
Mantsios’s original text, this unmarked version leaves it hard 
to tell where his voice begins and the voices of others end. 
With the markers removed, readers cannot tell that “We are 
all middle-class” represents a view the authór opposes, and that 
“Class divisions are real” represents what the author himself 
believes. Indeed, without the markers, especially the “Yet,” 
readers might well miss the fact that the second paragraph's 
claim that “Class divisions are real" contradicts the first para- 
graph's claim that “We are all middle-class." 


Templates for Sicnalinc Who Is Sayinc What 
in Your Own Writinc 

To avoid confusion in your own writing, make surę that at every 
point your readers can clearly tell who is saying what. To do 
so, you can use as voice-identifying devices many of the tem¬ 
plates presented in previous chapters. 
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► Although X makes the best posslble case for uniyersąl, goyęmment- 
funded health care, I am not pęrsuaded. 

► My view, however, contrary to what X bas argued, is tbat 

► Adding to X's argument, I would point out that 

► According to both X and Y, 

► Politlcians, X argues, should 

► Most athletes will tell you that 


But Pve Been Told Not to Use "I" 

Notice that the first three templates above use the first-person 
"I" or "we," as do many of the templates in this book, thereby 
contradicting the common adviee about avoiding the first 
person in academic writing. Although you may have been 
told that the “1" word encourages subjective, self-indulgent 
opinions rather than well-grounded arguments, we believe 
that texts using “I" can be just as well supported—or just as 
self-indulgent—as those that don't. For us, we 11-supported argu¬ 
ments are grounded in persuasive reasons and evidence, not in 
the use or nonuse of any particular pronouns. 

Furthermore, if you consistently avoid the first person in 
your writing, you will probably have trouble making the key 
move addressed in this chapter: differentiating your views ffom 
those of others, or even offering your own views in the first 
place. But don’t just take our word for it. See for yourself how 
freely the first person is used by the writers quoted in this book, 
and by the writers assigned in your courses. 
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Nevertheless, certain occasions may warrant avoiding the 
first person and writing, for example, chat “she is correct" instead 
of “I think that she is correct.” Since it can be monotonous to read 
an unvarying series of “I” statements (“I believe ... I think . . . 

I argue"), it is a good idea to mix first-person assertions with ones 
like the following. 

► X is right that certain common patterns can be found in the com- 
munities . 

► The evidence shows that 

► X's assertion that does not fit the facts. 

► Anyone famlllar with should agree that 

One might even follow Mantsios’s lead, as in the following 
template. 

► But are real, and are arguably the most significant 

factor in 

One the whole, however, academic writing today, even See pp. 
in the Sciences and social Sciences, makes use of the *06-13 for an 

first person fairly iiberally. ***• °' 

how a physi- 
cist uses the 

Another Trick for Identifying firstperson. 

Who Is Speakinc 

To alert readers about whose perspective you are describing at 
any given moment, you don’t always have to use overt voice 
markers like “X argues” followed by a summary of the argument. 
Instead, you can alert readers about whose voice you’re speak- 
ing in by embeddmg a reference to X’s argument in your own 
sentences. Hence, instead of writing: 
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Liberals believe that cultural differences need to be respected. L 
have a problem with this view, however. 

you might write: 

I have a problem with what liberals cali cultural differences. 

There is a major problem with the liberał doctrine of so-called cul¬ 
tural differences. 

You can also embcd references to something you yourself have 
previously said. So instead of writing rwo cumbersome sen- 
tences like: 

Earlier in this chapter we coined the term “voice markers.” We 
would argue that such markers are extremely important for read- 
ing comprehension. 

you młght write: 

We would argue that “voice markers,” as we identified them ear¬ 
lier, are extremely important for reading comprehension. 

Embedded references like these allow you to economize your 
train of thought and refer to other perspectives without any 
major interruption. 


Templates for Embedding Voice Markers 

► X oyerlooks what I consider an important point about cultural difTer- 
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► My own view is that what X insists fs a is In fact a 


► I wholeheartedly endorse what X calls 

► These condusions, which X discusses in , add weight 

to the argument that 

When writers fail to use voice-marking devices like the ones 
discussed in this chapter, their summaries of others’ views tend to 
become confused with their own ideas—and vice versa. When 
readers cannot tell if you are summarizing your own views or 
endorsing a certain phrase or label, they have to stop and think: 
"Wait. I thought the author disagreed with this claim. Has she 
actually been asserting this view all along?” or “Hmmm, I thought 
she would have objected to this kind of phrase. Is she actually 
endorsing it?” Getting in the habit of using voice markers will 
keep you from confusing your readers and help alert you to simi- 
lar markers in the challenging texts you read. 


Exercises 

1 . To see how one writer signals when she is asserting her own 
views and when she is summarizing those of someone else, 
read the following passage by the social historian Julie 
Charllp. As you do so, identify those spots where Charlip 
refers to the views of others and the signal phrases she uses 
to distinguish her views from theirs. 

Marx and Engels wrote: “Society as a whole is morę and morę split- 
ting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly 
facing each other—the bourgeoisie and the proletariat” (10). If 
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only that were true, things might be morę simple. But in late twen- 
tieth-century America, it seems chat society is splitting morę and 
morę into a plethora of class factions—the working class, the work- 
ing poor, lower-middle class, upper-middle class, lower uppers, and 
upper uppers. 1 find myself not knowing what class I'm from. 

In my days as a newspaper reporter, I once asked a sociology 
professor what he thought about the reported shrinking of the mid- 
dle class. Oh, it’s not the middle class that’s disappearing, he said, 
but the working class. His definition: if you eam thirty thousand 
dollars a year working in an assembly plant, come home from work, 
open a beer and wacch the gamę, you are working class; if you eam 
twency thousand dollars a year as a school teacher, come home 
from work to a glass of whice winę and PBS, you are middle class. 

How do we define class? Is it an issue of values, lifestyle, taste? 
ls it the kind of work you do, your relationship co the means of 
production? Is it a matter of how much money you earn? Are we 
allowed to choose? In this land of supposed classlessness, where 
we don'c have the tradition of English society to keep us in our 
places, how do we know where we really belong? The average 
American will tell you he or she is "middle class.” I'm surę thac’s 
what my father would tell you. But I always felt that we were in 
some no man’s land, suspended between classes, sharing simi- 
laritics with some and recognizing sharp, exctusionary differences 
from ochers. What class do 1 come from? What class am I in now? 
As an historian, 1 seek the answers to these quesrions in the 
specificity of my past. 

Julie Charlip, “A Real Class Act: Searching 
for Identity in the Classless Society" 

2. Study a piece of your own writing to see how many per- 
spectives you account for and how well you distinguish your 
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own voice from those you are summarizing. Consider the 

following ąuestions: 

a. How many perspectives do you engage? 

b. What other perspectives might you include? 

c. How do you distinguish your views from the other views 
you summarize? 

d. Do you use elear voice-signaling phrases? 

e. What options are available to you for clarifying who is 
saying what? 

f. Which of these options are best suited for this particular 
text? 

If you find that you do not include multiple yiews or clearly 

distinguish between your views and others', revise your texr 

to do so. 



“Skeptics May Object” 

Planting a Naysayer in Your Text 


The writer Jane Tompkins describes a pattem that repeats 
itself whenever she writes a book or an article. For the first cou- 
ple of weeks when she sits down co write, things go relatively 
well. But then in the middle of the night, several weeks into the 
writing process, she’ll wake up in a cold sweat, suddenly realiz- 
ing that she has overlooked some major criticism that readers 
will surely make against her ideas. Her first thought, invariably, 
is that she will have to give up on the project, or that she will 
have to throw out what she’s written thus far and start over. 
Then she realizes that "thls moment of doubt and panie is where 
my text really begins.” She then revises what she's written in a 
way chat tncorporates the criticisms she’s anticipated, and her 
text becomes stronger and morę interesting as a result. 

This little story contains an important lesson for all writers, 
experienced and inexperienced alike. Ir suggests that even though 
most of us are upset at the idea of someone criticizing our work, 
such criticisms can actually work to our advantage. Although it’s 
naturally tempting to ignore criticism of our ideas, doing so may 
in fact be a big mistake, sińce our writing improves when we not 
only listen to these objections but give them an explicit hearing 
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in our writing. Indeed, no single device morę ąuickly improves a 
piece of writing than planting a naysayer in the text—saying, for 
example, that “although some readers may object” to something 
in your argument, you “would reply that 


Anticipate Objections 

But wait, you say. lsn’t the advice to incorporate critical views 
a recipe for destroying your credibility and undermining your 
argument? Here you are, trying to say something that will hołd 
up, and we want you to tell readers all the negative things some- 
one might say against you? 

Exactly. We are urging you to tell readers what others might 
say against you, but our point is that doing so will actually 
enhance your credibility, not undermine it. As we argue 
throughout rhis book, writing well does not mean piling up 
uncontroversial truths in a vacuum; it means engaging others 
in a dialogue or debate—not only by opening your text with a 
summary of what others hmie said, as we suggest in Chapter 1, 
but also by imagining what others mig/u say against your argu¬ 
ment as it unfolds. Once you see writing as an act of entering 
a conversation, you should also see how opposing arguments 
can work for you rather than against you. 

Paradoxically, the morę you give voice to your critics' objec¬ 
tions, the morę you tend to disarm those critics, especially if 
you go on to answer their objections in convincing ways. When 
you entertain a counterargument, you make a kind of preemp- 
tive strike, identifying problems with your argument before oth¬ 
ers can point them out for you. Furthermore, by entertaining 
counterarguments, you show respect for your readers, treating 
tirem not as gullible dupes who will believe anything you say 



“Skeptics May Ob|ect b 

but as independent, critical thinkers who are aware tliat your 
view is not the only one in town. In addition, by imagining what 
othets might say against your claims, you come across as a gen- 
erous, broad-minded person who is confident enough to open 
himself or herself to debate—like the writer in Figurę 5. 

Conversely, if you don’t entertain counterarguments, you 
may very likely come across as closed-minded, as if you think 
your beliefs are beyond dispute. You might also leave impor- 
tant ąuestions hanging and concems about your arguments 
unaddressed. Finally, if you fail to plant a naysayer in your text, 
you may find that you have very little to say. Our own students 
often say that entertaining counterarguments makes it easier to 
generate enough text to meet their assignment’s page-length 
reąuirements. 

Planting a naysayer in your text is a relatively simple move, 
as you can see by looking at the following passage from a book 
by the writer Kim Chernin. Having spent some thirty pages 
complaining about the pressure on American women to lose 
weight and be thin, Chernin inserts a whole chapter entitled 
"The Skeptic," opening it as follows. 

At this point I would like to raise certain objections that have been 
inspired by the skeptic in me. She feels that I have been ignoring 
some of the most common assumptions we all make about our bod- 
ies and these she wishes to see addressed. For example: “You know 
perfectly well,” she says to me, “that you feel better when you lose 
weight. You buy new clothes. You look at yourself morę eagerly in 
the mirror. When someone invites you to a party you don’t stop 
and ask yourself whether you want to go. You feel sexier. Admit 
it. You like yourself better." 

Kim Chernin, The Obsession: 

Refleaions on che Tyramy of Slenctemess 
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■you WILL PROBABLy O&JECT TH ATIHAVE 
MISREPRE5ENTED X'S WORK HERE. AND ICONCEDE 

THAT X NEVER 5AyS_IN 50 MANy 

W0RD5. NEVERTHELESS_’ 
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The remainder of Chemin’s chapter consists of her answers to 
this inner skeptic. In the face of the skeptic’s challenge to her 
book’s central premise (that the pressure to diet seriously harms 
women’s lives), Chemin responds neither by repressing the 
skeptic’s critical voice nor by giving in to it and relinąuishing 
her own position. lnstead, she embraces that voice and writes 
it into her text. Notę too that instead of dispatching this 
naysaying voice quickly, as many of us would be tempted to 
do, Chemin stays with it and devotes a fuli paragraph to it. By 
borrowing some of Chemin’s language, we can come up with 
templates for entertaining virtually any objection. 


Templates for Entertaining Objections 

► At this point I would like to raise some objections that have been 
inspired by the skeptic in me. She feels that I have been ignorlng 
the complexities of the situation. 

► Yet some readers may challenge my view by insisting that 

► Of course, many will probably disagree on the grounds that 


Notę that the objections in the above templates are 
attributed not to any specific person or group, but to “skep- 
tics,” “readers,” or "many.” This kind of nameless, faceless 
naysayer is perfectly appropriate in many cases. But the ideas 
that motivate arguments and objections often can—and, 
where possible, should—be ascribed to a specific ideology or 
school of thought (for example, liberals, Christian funda¬ 
mentalista, neopragmatists) rather than to anonymous any- 
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bodies. In other words, naysayers can be labeled, and you can 
add precision and impact to your writing by identifying what 
those labels are. 


Templates for Naminc Your Naysayers 

► Here many feminists would probably object that gen der does influ¬ 
encę language. 

► 8ut social Darwinists would certainly take issue with the argument 
that 

► Biologists, of course, may want to question whether 

► Net/ertheless, both follomrs and eritics of Malcolm X will probably 
suggest otherwise and argue that 

To be surę, some people dislike such labels and may even 
resent having labels appiied to themselves. Some feel that 
labels put individuals in boxes, stereotyping them and gloss- 
tng over what makes each of us unique. And it’s true that labels 
can be used inappropriately, in ways that ignore individuality 
and promote stereotypes. But sińce the life of ideas, including 
many of our most private thoughts, is conducted through 
groups and types rather than solitary individuals, intellectual 
exchange reąuires labels to give deftnition and serve as a eon- 
venient shorthand. If you categorically reject all labels, you 
give up an important resource and even mislead readers by 
presenting yourself and others as having no connection to 
anyone else. You also miss an opportunity to generalize the 
importance and relevance of your work to some larger eon- 
versation. When you attribute a position you are summarizing 
to liberalism, say, or historical materialism, your argument is 



“Skeptics May Object" 

no longer just about your own solitary views but about the 
intersection of broad ideas and habits of mind that many read- 
ers may already have a stake łn. 

The way to minimize the problem of stereotyping, then, is 
not to categorically reject labels but to refine and qualify their 
use, as the following templates demonstrate, 

► Although not all Christions think alike, some of them will probably 
dispute my claim that 

► Non-native English s peakers are so diverse in their views that it's 
hard to generalize about them, but some are likely to object on the 
grouńds that 

Another way to avoid needless stereotyping is to ąualify labels 
carefully, substituting “pro bono lawyers” for “lawyers” in gen¬ 
erał, for example, or “quantitative sociologists" for all “social 
scientlsts," and so on. 


Templates for Introoucing Objections Informally 

Objections can also be introduced in morę informal ways. For 
instance, you can frame objections in the form of questions. 

► But Is my proposal realistic? What are the chances of its actually 
being adopted? 

* Yet is it necessarlly true that ? Is it always the case, as 

I have been suggesting, that _? 

e However, does the evidence l've cited prove conclusively that 
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You can also let your naysayer speak directly. 

► "Impossible," some will say. "You must be readmg the research 
selectively.” 

Moves like this allow you to cut directly to the skeptical 
voice itself, as the singer-songwriter Joe Jackson does in the fol- 
lowing excerpt from a 2003 New York Times article complain- 
ing about the restrictions on public smoking in New York City 
bars and restaurants. 

I like a couple of cigarettes or a cigar with a drink, and like many 
other people, 1 only smoke in bars or nightclubs. Now I can't go 
to any of my old haunts. Bartenders who were friends have turned 
into cops, forcing me outsidc to shiver in the cold and curse under 
my breath. ... It’s no firn. Smokers are being demonized and vic- 
timized all out of proportion. 

“Get over it,” say the anti-smokers. “You’re the minority.” 1 
thought a great city was a place where all kinds of minorities 
could thrive. . . . "Smoking kills," they say. As an occasional 
smoker with otherwise healthy habits, 1*11 take my chances. 
Health consciousness is important, but so are pleasure and free- 
dom of choice. 

Joe Jackson, “Want to Smoke? Go to Hamburg” 

Jackson could have begun his second paragraph, in which 
he shifts from his own voice to that of his imagined nay¬ 
sayer, morę formally, as follows: “Of course anti-smokers will 
object that sińce we smokers are in the minority, we should 
simply stop complaining and quietly make the sacrifices we 
are being called on to make for the larger social good." Or 
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"Anti-smokers might insist, however, that the smoking minor- 
ity should submit to the non-smoking majority." We think, 
though, that Jackson gets the job done in a far morę lively 
way with the morę colloquial form he chooses. Borrowing a 
standard move of playwrights and nove!ists, Jackson cuts 
directly to the objectors' view and then to his own retort, 
then back to the objectors' view and then to his own retort 
SeeChapter again, thereby creating a kind of dialogue or minia- 
5 for morę turę play within his own text. This move works well 
advice on f or Jackson, but only because he uses ąuotation marks 
uslng volce an j ot i, er vo j ce markers to make elear at every point 
markers. 

whose voice he is in. 


Rephesent Objections Fairly 

Once you've decided to introduce a differing or opposing view 
into your writing, your work has only just begun, sińce you still 
need to represent and explain that view with faimess and gen- 
erosity. Although it is tempting to give opposing views short 
shrift, to hurry past them, or even to mock them, doing so is 
usually counterproductive. When writers make the best case 
See pp. 31-32 they can for their critics (playing Peter Elbow's “believ- 
for morę on j n g gamę”), they actually bolster their credibility with 
the belieying rea J ers rather than undermine it. They make readers 
game ' think, “This is a writer 1 can trust.” 

We recommend, then, that whenever you entertain objec¬ 
tions in your writing, you stay with them for several sentences 
or even paragraphs and take them as seriously as possible. We 
also recommend that you read your summary of opposing views 
with an outsider's eye: put yourself in the shoes of someone who 
disagrees with you and ask if such a reader would recognize him- 
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self in your summary. Would that reader think you have taken 
his views seriously, as beliefs that reasonable people might hołd? 
Or would he detect a mocking tonę or an oversimplification of 
his views? 

There will always be certain objections, to bc surę, that you 
believe do not deserve to be represented, just as there will bc 
objections that seem so unworthy of respect that they inspire 
ridicule. Remember, however, that if you do choose to mock a 
view that you oppose, you are likely to alienate those readers 
who don’t already agree with you—likely the very readers you 
want to reach. Also be aware that in mocking another's view 
you may contribute to a hostile argument culture in which 
someone may ridicule you in return. 


Answer Objections 

Do be aware that when you represent objections successfully, 
you still need to be able to answer those objections persuasively. 
After all, when you write objections into a text, you take the 
rislc that readers will find those objections morę convincing 
than the argument you yourself are advancing. In the editorial 
quoted above, for example, Joe Jackson takes the risk that read¬ 
ers will identify morę with the anti-smoking view he summa- 
rizes than with the pro-smoking position he endorses. 

This is precisely what Benjamin Franklin describes hap¬ 
pening to himself in The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin 
(1793), when he recalls being converted to Deism (a religion 
that exalts reason over spirituality) by reading anti-Deist books. 
When he encountered the views of Deists being negatively 
summarized by authors who opposed them, Franklin explains, 
he ended up finding the Deist position morę persuasive. To 
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avoid having this kind if unintentional reverse effect on read- 
ers, you need to do your best to make surę that any counter- 
arguments you address are not morę convincing than your own 
claims. lt is good to address objections in your writing, but 
only if you are able to overcome them. 

One surefire way to fail to overcome an objection is to dis- 
miss it out of hand—saying, for example, “That’s just wrong." 
The difference between such a responsc (which offers no sup- 
porting reasons whatsoever) and the types of nuanced responses 
we’re promoting in this book is the difference between bully- 
ing your readers and genuinely persuading them. 

Often the best way to overcome an objection is not to try to 
refute it completely but to agree with part of it while challeng- 
ing only the part you dispute. In other words, in answering coun- 
terarguments, it is often best to say “yes, but" or “yes and no," 
See pp. 61-66 treating the counterview as an opportunity to revi.se and 
for morę on refine your own position. Rather than build your argu- 
agreeing, with men t into an impenetrable fortress, it is often best to 

a difference. ma ke concessions while still standing your ground, as 

Kim Chemin does in the following response ro the counter- 
argument ąuoted above. While in the voice of the “skeptic," 
Chemin writes: "Admit it. You like yourself better when you’ve 
lost weight." In response, Chemin replies as follows. 

Can I deny these chings.' No wtrnian who has managed to lose 
weight would wish to aryue with this. Most people feel better about 
themselves when they becóme slender. And yct, upon reflection, 
it seems to me that there is something precarious about this well- 
being. After all, 98 percent of people who lose weight gain it back. 
Indeed, 90 percent of those who have dieted “successfully” gain 
back morę than they ever lost. Then, of course, we can no longer 
bear to look at ourselves in the minor. 
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In this way, Chemin shows how you can use a counterview to 
improve and refine your overall argument by making a eon- 
cession. Even as she concedes that losing weight feels good in 
the short run, she argues that in the long run the weight always 
retums, making the dieter far morę miserable, 


Templates for Making Concessions 
While Stul Standing Your Cround 

► Although I grant that the book is poorly organlzed, I still maintain 
that it raises att important issue. 

► Proponents of X are right to argue that . But they exag- 

gerate when they claim that 

► While it is true that , it does not necessarily follow that 

► On the one hand, I agree with X that , But on the other 

hand, I still insist that 

Templates like these show that answering naysayers' objections 
does not have to be an all-or-nothing affair in which you either 
definitively refute your critics or they definitively refute you. 
Often the most productive engagements among differing 
views end with a combined vision that incorporates elements 
of each one. 

But what if you’ve tried out all the possible answers you can 
think of to an objection you’ve anticipated and you still have 
a nagging feeling that the objection is morę convincing than 
your argument itself? In that case, the best remedy is to go back 
and make some fundamental revisions to your argument, even 
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reversing your position completely if need be. Although find- 
ing out late in the gamę that you aren’t fully convinced by your 
own argument can be painful, it can actually make your finał 
text morę intellectually honest, challenging, and serious. After 
all, the goal of writing is not to keep proving that whatever 
you initially said is right, but to stretch the limits of your think- 
ing. So if planting a strong naysayer in your text forces you to 
change your mind, that’s not a bad thing. Some would argue 
that that is what the academic world is all about. 


E xercises 

1. Read the following passage by the cultural critic Erie 
Schlosser. As you’ll see, he hasn’t planted any naysayers in 
this text. Do it for him. Insert a brief paragraph stating an 
objection to his argument and then responding to the objec- 
tion as he might. 

The United States must declare an end to the war on drugs. This 
war has filled the natlon'5 prisons with poor dmg addicts and smali- 
time drug dealers. It has created a multibillion-dollar black mar¬ 
ket, enriched organized crime groups and promoted the corruption 
of govemment officials throughotit the world. And it has not 
stemmed the widespread use of illegal drugs. By any rational mea- 
sure, this war has been a total failure. 

We must develop public policies on substance abuse that are 
guided not by morał righteousness or political expediency but by 
coramon sense. The United States should immediately decrimi- 
nalize the cultivation and possession of smali amounts of marijuana 
for personal use. Marijuana should no longer be classified as a 
Schedule I narcotic, and those who seek to use marijuana as med- 
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icine should no longer face criminal sanctions. We must shift our 
entire approach to drug abuse ftom the criminal justice system to 
the publlc health system. Congress should appoint an independ¬ 
ent commission to study the harm-reduction policies that have 
been adopted in Switzerland, Spain, Portugal, and the Netherlands. 
The commission should recommend policies for the United States 
based on one important criterion: what works. 

In a nation where pharmaceutical companies advertise powerful 
antidepressants on billboards and where alcohol companies run amus- 
ing beer ads during the Super Bowl, the idea of a “drug-free society" 
is absurd. Like the rest of American society, our drug policy would 
greatly benefit ffom less punishment and morę compassion. 

Eric Schlosser, “A People‘s Democratic Platform” 

2. Look over somerhing you’ve written that makes an argu¬ 
ment. Check to see if you’ve anticipated and responded to 
any objections. If not, revise your text to do so. If so, have 
you anticipated all the likely objections? Who if anyone 
have you attributed the objections to? Have you reprcsented 
the objections fairly? Have you answered them well enough, 
or do you think you no w need to qualify your own argu¬ 
ment? Could you use any of the language suggested in this 
chapter? Does the introduction of a naysayer strengthen your 
argument? Why, or why not? 
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So What? Who Cares ? 1 

Saying Why It Matters 


Bas eball is the national pastime. Bernini was che best sculp- 
tor of the baroąue period. Ali writing is cotwersational. So what? 
Who cares? Why does any of this matter? 

How many times have you had reason to ask these ques- 
tions? Regardless of how interesting a topie may be to you as a 
writer, readers always need to know what is at stake in a text 
and why they should care. Ali too often, however, these ques- 
tions are left unanswered—mainly because writers and speak- 
ers assume thac audiences will know the answers already or will 
figurę them out on their own. As a result, students come away 
from lectures feeling like outsidera to what they've just heard, 
just as many of us feel left hanging after talks we’ve attended. 
The problem is not necessarily that the speakera lack a elear, 
well-focused thesis or that the thesis is inadequately supported 
with evidence. Instead, the problem is that the speakera don’t 
address the crucial question of why their arguments matter. 

That this question is so often left unaddressed is unfortunate 
sińce the speakera generally could offer interesting, engaging 
answers. When pressed, for instance, most academics will tell 
you that their lectures and articles matter because they address 
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some belief that needs to be corrected or updated—and because 
their arguments have important, real-world conseąuences. Yet 
many academics fail to identify these reasons and conseąuences 
explicitly in what they say and write. Rather than assume that 
audiences will know why their claims matter, all writers need 
to answer the “so what?” and “who cares?” ąuestions up front. 
Not everyone can claim to have a cure for cancer or a solution 
to end poverty. But writers who fail to show that others should 
care or already do care about their claims will ultimately lose 
their audiences’ interest. 

This chapter focuses on various moves that you can make to 
answer the “who cares?” and “so what?" ąuestions in your own 
writing. In one sense, the two ąuestions get at the same thing: 
the relevance or importance of what you are saying. Yet they get 
at this significance in different ways. Whereas "who cares?” liter- 
ally asks you to identify a person or group who cares about your 
claims, “so what?” asks about the real-world applications and con¬ 
seąuences of those claims—what difference it would make if they 
were accepted. We’ll look first at ways of making elear who cares. 


“Who Cares?" 

To see how one writer answers the “who cares?” ąuestion, con- 
sider the following passage from the science writer Denise 
Grady. Writing in the New York Times, she explains some of 
the latest research into fat cells. 

Scientists used to think body fat and the cells it was madę of were 
pretty much inert, just an oily storage compartment. But wtthin 
the past decade research has shown that fat cells act like Chemi¬ 
cal factories and that body fat is potent stuff: a highly active 
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ARES?” 

tissue that secretes hormones and other substances with profound 
and sometimes harmful effects. . . . 

In recent years, biologists havc begun calling fat an “endocrine 
organ," comparing it to glands like the thyroid and pituitary, which 
also release hormones straight into the bloodstrcam. 

Denise Guaoy, “The Secret Life of a Potent Celi" 

Notice how Grady’s writing reflects the central advice we 
give in this hook, offering a elear claim and also framing that 
claim as a response to what someone else has said. In so doing, 
Grady immediately identifies at least one group with a stake 
in the new research that sees fat as “active," “potent stuff": 
namely, the scientific community, which formerly believed 
that body fat is inert. By referring to these scientists, Grady 
implicitly acknowledges that her text is part of a larger eon- 
versation and shows who besides herself has an interest in 
what she says. 

Consider, however, how the passage would read had Grady 
left out what “scientists used to think” and simply explained 
the new findings in isolation. 

Within the past few decades research has shown that fat cells act 
like Chemical factories and that body fat is potent stuff: a highly 
active tissue that secretes hormones and other substances. In recent 
years, biologists have begun calling fat an “endocrine organ," com¬ 
paring it to glands like the thyroid and pituitary, which also release 
hormones straight into the bloodstream. 

Though this statement is elear and easy to follow, it lacks any 
indication that anyone needs to hear it. Okay, one nods while 
reading this passage, fat is an aetive, potent thing. Sounds plau- 
sible enough; no reason to think it’s not tnie. But does anyone 
really care? Who, if anyone, is interested? 
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Templates for Indicatinc Who Cares 

Tó address “who cares?” ąuestions in your own writing, we sug- 
gest using templates like the following, which echo Grady in 
refuting earlier thinking. 

► Parents used to think spąnkirtg was necessary. But recently [or 
withfn the past few decades] experts suggest that it can be coun- 
terpro ductiye. 

► This interpretation challenges the work of those critics who have 
long assumed that 

► These findings challenge the work of earlier researchers, who 

tended to assume that . . 

► Recent studies like these shed new light on . . , which pre- 

vious studies had not addressed. 

Grady might have been morę explicit by writing the "who cares?” 
ąuestion directly into her text, as in the following template. 

► But who really cares? Who besides me and a handful of recent 

researchers has a stake in these daims? At the very least, the 
researchers who formerly belieyed should care. 

To gain greater authority as a writer, it can help to name 
specific people or groups who have a stake in your claims and 
to go into some detail about their views. 

► Researchers have long assumed that . For instance, one 

eminent scholar of celi biology, , assumed in 

, her seminal work on celi structures and functions, that fat 
cells . As . herself put it, " " (2007). 

Another leading sdentist, , argued that fat cells 
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“_" feoo6). Ultirrlately, when It came to the naturę offat, 

the basie assumption was that 

But a new body of research shows that fat cells are far morę 
complex and that 

In other cases, you might refer co certain people or groups who 
should care about your claims. 

► If sports enthusiasts stopped to think about it, many of them 
might simply assume that the most successful athletes 

. However, new research shows 

► These findings challenge neoliberals 1 common assumption that 


► At flrst glance, teenagers might say , But on doser 

inspection 

As these templates suggest, answering the "who cares?” ques- 
tion involves establishing the type of contrast between what 
others say and what you say that is central to this book. Ulti- 
mately, such templates help you create a dramacie tension or 
clash of views in your writing that readers will feel invested in 
and want to see resolved. 


“So What?" 

Although answering the "who cares?” ąuestion is crucial, in 
many cases it is not enough, especially if you are writing for 
generał readers who don’t necessarily have a strong investment 
in the particular clash of views you are setting up. In the case 
of Grady’s argument about fat cells, such readers may still won- 
der why it matters that some researchers think fat cells are 
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active, while others think they're inert. Or, to move to a dif- 
ferent field of study, American literaturę, so what if some schol¬ 
ara disagree about Huck Finn’s relationship with the runaway 
slave Jim in Mark Twain’s Aduentures of Hucklebeny Finn? Why 
should anyone besides a few specialists in the field care about 
such disputes? What, if anything, hinges on them? 

The best way to answer such ąuestions about the larger con- 
sequences of your claims is to appeal to something that your audi- 
ence already figures to care about. Whereas the "who cares?" 
ąuestion asks you to identify an interested person or group, tire 
“so what?" ąuestion asks you to link your argument to some larger 
matter that readers already deem important. Thus in analyzing 
Hucklebeny Finn, a writer could argue that seemingly narrow dis¬ 
putes about the hero's relationship with Jim actually shed light 
on whetherTwain’s canonical, widely read novel is a critiąue of 
racism in America or is itself marred by it. 

Let’s see how Grady invokes such broad, generał concerns 
in her article on fat cells. Her first move is to link researchers’ 
interest in fat cells to a generał concern with obesity and health. 

Researchers trying to decipher the biology of fat cells hope to find 
new ways to help people get rid of excess fat or, at least, prevent 
obesity from destroylng their health. In an increasingly obese world, 
their efforts have taken on added importance. 

Further showing why readers should care, Grady’s next move 
is to demonstrate the even broader relevance and urgency of 
her subject matter. 

lntemationally, morę than a billion people are overweight. Obesity 
and two illnesses linked to it, heart disease and high blood pressure, 
are on the World Health Organization's listof the top 10 global health 
risks. In the United States, 65 percent of adults weigh too much, 
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cornpared with about 56 percent a decade ago, and govemment 
researchers blame obesity for at least 300,000 deaths a year. 

What Grady implicitly says here is "Look, dear reader, you may 
think that these ąuestions about the naturę of fat cells I've been 
pursuing Kave little to do with everyday life. In fact, however, 
these ąuestions are extremely important—particularly in our 
‘increasingly obese world' in which we need to prevent obesity 
ffom destroying our health.” 

Notice that Grady’s phrase “in an increasingly 
world” can be adapted as a strategie move to address the “so 
what?" ąuestion in other fields as well. For example, a sociol- 
ogist analyzing back-to-nature movements of the past thirty 
years might make the following statement. 

In a world increasingly dominated by cellphones and sophisricated 
Computer technologies, these actempts co return to naturę appear 
futile. 

See p. 213 This type of move can be readily applied to other dis- 
for an raample cipltnes because no matter how much disciplines may 
from physics. ^- om one ano ther, the need to justify the impor- 

tance of one’s concems is common to them all. 


Templates for Establishinc 
Why Your Claims Matter 

► Huckleberry Finn matters/is important because it is one of the most 
widely taught novels in the American school system. 

► Although X may seem trivial, it is in fact crucial in terms of today’s 


concern 
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► Ultimately, what is at stake here is 

► These findings have important implications for the broader domain 
of 

► If we are right about , tben major consequences follow 

for 

► These conclusions/This discoyery will have significant applications 

in — - as well as in _ 

Finally, you can also treat the “so what?” question as a related 

aspect of the “who cares?" ąuestion. 

► Although X may seem of concern to only a smali group of 

, it should in fact concern anyone who cares about 


Ali these templates help you hook your readers. By suggest- 
ing the real-world applications of your claims, the templates not 
only demonstrate that others care about your claims but also tell 
your readers why they should care. Again, it bears repeating that 
simply stating and proving your thesis isn’t enough. You also need 
to frame it in a way that helps readers care about it. 


What About Readers Who Already 
Know Why It Matters? 

At this point, you might wonder if you need to answer the “who 
cares?" and “so what?” questions in everything you write. Is it 
really necessary to address these questions if you’re proposing 
something so obviously consequential as, say, a treatment for 
autism or a program to eliminate illiteracy? Isn’t it obvious that 
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everyone cares about such problems? Does it really need to be 
spelled out? And what about when you’re writing for audiences 
who you know are already interested In your claims and who 
understand perfectly well why they're important? In other 
words, do you always need to address the "so what?” and “who 
cares?" ąuestions? 

As a rule, yes—although it’s true that you can’t keep answer- 
ing them forever and at a certain point must say enough 
is enough. Although a determined skeptic can infinitely ask why 
something matters—“Why should 1 care about eaming a salary? 
And why should I care about supporting a famUy?”—you have 
to stop answering at some point in your text. Nevertheless, we 
urge you to go as far as possible in answering such ąuestions. If 
you take it for granted that readers will somehow intuit the 
answers to “so what?" and “who cares?" on their own, you may 
make your work seem less interesting than it actually is, and 
you run the risk that readers will dismiss your text as irrelevanr 
and unimportant. By conrast, when you are careful to explain 
who cares and why, it's a little like bringing a cheerleading 
squad into your text. And though some expert readers might 
already know why your claims matter, even they need to be 
reminded. Thus the safest move is to be as explicit as possible 
in answering the "so what?" ąuestion, even for those already in 
the know. When you step back from the text and explain why 
it matters, you are urging your audience to keep reading, pay 
attention, and care. 


Exercises 

1. Find several texts (scholarly pieces, newspaper articles, 
emails, memos, etc.) and see whether they answer the “so 
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what?” and "who cares?” ąuestions. Probably some do, some 
don't. What difference does it make whether they do or do 
not? How do the authors who answer these ąuestions do so? 
Do they use any strategies or techniąues that you could bor- 
row for your own writing? Are there any strategies or tech¬ 
niąues recommended in this chapter, or that you’ve found 
or developed on your own, that you’d recommend to these 
authors? 

2. Look over something you’ve written yourself. Do you indi- 
cate “so what?" and “who cares"? If not, revise your text to 
do so. You might use the following template to get started. 

My point here (that ) sbould interest those who 

. Beyond this limited audience, however, my point 
should speak to anyone who cares about the larger issue of 
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E P G H T 

“As A Result” 

Connecting the Parts 


We once had a student named Bill, whose characteristic 
sentence pattern went something like this. 

Spot is a good dog. He has fleas. 

“Connect your sentences," we urged in the margins of Bill's 
papers. “What does Spot being good have to do with his fleas?" 
“These two statements seem unrelated. Can you connect them 
in some logical way?" When comments like these yielded no 
results, we tried inking in suggested connections for him. 

Spot is a good dog, but he has fleas. 

Spot is a good dog, even though he has fleas. 

But our message failed to get across, and Bill’s disconnected 
sentence pattern persisted to the end of the semester. 

And yet Bill did focus well on his subjects. When he men- 
tioned Spot the dog (or Plato, or any other topie) in one sen¬ 
tence, we could count on Spot (or Plato) being the topie of 
the following sentence as well. This was not the case with some 



of Bill’s classmates, who sometiraes changed topie from sen- 
tence to sentence or even from clause to clause within a single 
sentence. But because Bill neglected to mark his connections, 
his writing was as frustrating to read as theirs. In all these cases, 
we had to struggle to figurę out on our own how the sentences 
and paragraphs connected or failed to connect with one 
another. 

What makes such writers so hard to read, in other words, is 
that they never gesture back to what they have just said or for- 
ward to what they plan to say. “Never look back” might be 
their motto, almost as if they see writing as a process of think - 
ing of something to say about a topie and writing it down, then 
thinking of something else to say about the topie and writing 
that down too, and on and on until they've filled the assigned 
numher of pages and can hand the paper in. Each sentence 
basically starts a new thought, rather than growing out of or 
extending the thought of the previous sentence. 

When Bill talked about his writing habits, he acknowledged 
that he never went back and read what he had written. In- 
deed, he told us that, other than using his Computer software 
to check for spelling errors and make surę that his tenses were 
all aligned, he never actually reread what he wrote before tum- 
ing it in. As Bill seemed to picture it, writing was something 
one did while sitting at a Computer, whereas reading was a sep- 
arate activity generally reserved for an easy chair, book in hand. 
It had never occurred to Bill that to write a good sentence he 
had to think about how it connected to those that came before 
and after; that he had to think hard about how that sentence 
fit into the sentences that surrounded it. Each sentence for Bill 
existed in a sort of tunnel isolated from every other sentence 
on the page. He never bothered to fit all the parts of his essay 
together because he apparently thought of writing as a matter 
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of piling up Information or observations rather than building a 
susrained argument. What we suggest in this chapter, then, is 
that you converse not only with others in your writing but with 
yourseif: that you establish elear relations between one State- 
ment and the next by connecting those statements. 

This chapter addresses the issue of how to connect all the 
parts of your writing. The best compositions establish a sense 
of momentum and direction by making explicit connections 
among their different parts, so that what is said in one sentence 
(or paragraph) both sets up what is to come and is clearly 
informed by what has already been said. When you write a sen¬ 
tence, you create an expectation in the reader’s mind that the 
next sentence will in some way echo and extend it, even if— 
especially if —that next sentence takes your argument in a new 
direction. 

It may help to think of each sentence you write as having 
arms that reach baekward and forward, as Figurę 6 suggests. When 
your sentences reach outward like this, they establish connec¬ 
tions that help your writing flow smoothly in a way readers appte- 
ciate. Conversely, when writing lacks such connections and 
moves in fits and starts, readers repeatedly have to go back over 
the sentences and guess at the connections on their own. To pre- 
vent such disconnection and make your writing flow, we advise 
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following a “do it yourself" principle, which means that it is your 
job as a writer to do the hard work of making the connections 
rather than, as Bill did, leaving this work to your readers. 

This chapter offers several strategies you can use to put this 
principle into action: (1) using transition terms (like “there- 
fore” and “as a result"); (2) adding pointing words (like "this” 
or "such"); (3) developing a set of key terms and phrases for 
each text you write; and (4) repeating yourself, but with a 
difference—a move that involves repeating what you’ve said, 
but with enough variation to avoid being redundant. Ali these 
moves reąuire that you always look back and, in crafting any 
one sentence, think hard about those that precede it. 

Notice how we ourselves have used such connecting devices 
thus far in this chapter. The second paragraph of this chapter, 
for example, opens with the transitional “And yet," signaling a 
change in direction, while the opening sentence of the third 
includes the phrase “in other words," telling you to expect a 
restacement of a point we've just madę. If you look through this 
book, you should be able to find many sentences that contain 
some word or phrase that explicitly hooks them back to sorne- 
thing said earlier, to something about to be said, or both. And 
many sentences in t his chapter repeat key terms related to the 
idea of connection: "connect,” “disconnect," “link,” “relate,” 
“forward," and “backward.” 


Use Transitions 

For readers to follow your train of thought, you need not only 
to connect your sentences and paragraphs to each other, but 
also to mark the kind of connection you are making. One of 
the easiest ways to make this move is to use transitions (fforn 
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the Latin root trans, “across"), which Kelp you cross from one 
point to another in your text. Transitions are usually placed at 
or near the start of sentences so they can signal to readers where 
your text is going: in the same direction it has been moving, 
or in a new direction. Morę specifically, transitions tell read¬ 
ers whether your text is echoing a previous sentence or para- 
graph (“iń other words”), adding something to it ("in 
addition”), offering an example of it (“for example”), generał- 
izing from it (“as a result”), or modifying it (“and yet”). 

The following is a list of commonly used transitions, cate- 
gorized according to their different functions. 


ADDITION 

also 
and 
besides 
furthermore 
in addition 

EXAMPLE 
after a II 

as an lllustration 
for example 
for Instance 

ELABORATION 

actually 
by extension 
in short 
that is 

in other words 


Indeed 
in fact 
moreover 
so too 


specifically 

to take a case in point 
consider 


to put it another way 
to put it bluntly 
to put it succinctly 
ultimately 
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COMPARISON 

along the same lines 

llkewise 

in the same way 

similarly 

CONTRAST 

although 

nevertheless 

but 

nonetheless 

by contrast 

on the contrary 

converse!y 

on the other hand 

despite 

regardless 

even though 

whereas 

however 

in contrast 

while yet 

CAUSE AND EFFECT 

accordingly 

so 

as a result 

then 

consequently 

therefore 

hence 

sińce 

rhus 

CONCESSION 

admittedly 

naturally 

although it is true 

ofcourse 

granted 

to be surę 

CONCLUSION 

as a result 

In sum 

consequently 

therefore 

hence 

thus 

in condusion 

to sum up 

in short 

to summarize 
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Ideally, transitions should operate so unobtrusively in a piece 
of writing that they recede into the background and readers do 
not even notice chat they are there. It’s a bit like what hap- 
pens when drivers use their tum signals before tuming right or 
lcft: just as other drivers recognize such signals almost uncon- 
sciously, readers should process transition cerms with a mini¬ 
mum of thought. But even though such terms should function 
unobtrusively in your writing, they can be among the most pow- 
erful tools in your vocabulary. Think how your heart sinks when 
someone, immediately after praising you, begins a sentence with 
“but" or “however.” No matter what follows, you know it won't 
be good. 

Notice chat some transitions can help you not only to move 
fforn one sentence to another, but to combine two or morę sen- 
tences into one, Combining sentences in this way helps prevent 
the choppy, staccato effect chat arises when too many short sen¬ 
tences are strung together, one after the other. For instance, to 
combine Bill's two choppy sentences (“Spot is a good dog. He 
has fleas.”) into one, better-flowing sentence, we suggested that 
he rewrite them as "Spot is a good dog, even though he has fleas." 

Transitions like these not only guide readers through the 
twists and cums of your argument but also help ensure that you 
hcwe an argument in the first place, In fact, we think of words 
like “but," “yet," "nevertheless,” “besides,” and others as argu¬ 
ment words, sińce it’s hard to use them without making some 
kind of argument. The word “therefore," for instance, commits 
you to making surę that the claims preceding it lead logically 
to the conclusion that it introduces. “For example” also assumes 
an argument, sińce it requires the materiał you are introducing 
to stand as an instance or proof of some preceding generał iza- 
tion. As a result, che morę you use transitions, the morę you’11 
be able not only to connecr the parts of your text but also to 
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construct a strong argument in the first place. And if you draw 
on them freąuently enough, using them should eventually 
become second naturę. 

To be surę, it is possible to overuse transitions, so take time 
to read over your drafts carefully and eliminate any transitions 
that are unnecessary. But following the maxim that you need to 
leam the basie moves of argument before you can deliberately 
depart from them, we advise you not to forgo explicit transition 
terms until you’ve first mastered their use. In all our years of 
teaching, we’ve read countless essays that suffered from having 
few or no transitions, but cannot recall one in which the tran¬ 
sitions were overused. Seasoned writers sometimes omit explicit 
transitions, but only because they rely heavily on t he other types 
of connecting devices that we turn to in the rest of this chapter. 

Before doing so, however, let us wam you about inserting 
transitions without really thinking through their meanings— 
using “therefore,” say, when your text’s logie actually reąuires 
"nevertheless” or "however." So beware. Choosing transition 
terms should involve a bit of mental sweat, sińce the whole 
point of using them is to make your writing morę reader-friendly, 
not less. The only thing morę frustrating than reading Bill-style 
passages like “Spot is a good dog. He has fleas” is reading mis- 
connected sentences like “Spot is a good dog. For example, he 
has fleas." 


Use Pointinc Words 

Another way to connect the parts of your argument is by using 
pointing words—which, as their name'implies, point or refer 
baekward to some concept in the previous sentence. The most 
common of these pointing words include "this,” “these,” "that,” 
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“those,” “their,” and “such" (as in “these pointing words” near 
the start of this sentence) and simple pronouns like “his,” “he,” 
“her,” “she," “it," and “their.” Such terms help you create the 
flow we spoke of earlier that enables readers to move effort- 
lessly through your text. In a sense, these terms are like an invis- 
ible hand reaching out of your sentence, grabbing what’s needed 
in the previous sentences and pulling it along. 

Like transitions, however, pointing words need to be used 
carefully. lt’s dangerously easy to insert pointing words into your 
text that don’t refer to a clearly defined object, assuming that 
because the object you have in mind is elear to you it will also 
be elear to your readers. For example, consider the use of “this" 
in the following passage. 

Alexis de Tocqueville was highly critical of democratic societies, 
which he saw as tending toward mob rule. At the same time, 
he accorded democratic societies grudging respect. This is seen in 
Tocqueville’s statement that. . . 

When “this” is used in such a way it becomes an ambiguous or 
ffee-floating pointer, sińce readers can’t tell if it refers to Tocque- 
ville’s critical attitude toward democratic societies, his grudg¬ 
ing respect for them, or some combination of both. “This what.'" 
readers mutter as they go back over such passages and try to 
figurę them out. It’s also tempting to try to cheat with point¬ 
ing words, hoping that they will conceal or make up for con- 
ceptual confusions that may lurk in your argument. By referring 
to a fuzzy idea as "this" or “that,” you might hope the fuzziness 
will somehow come across as clearer than it is. 

You can fix problems caused by a free-floating pointer by 
making surę there is one and only one possible object in the 
vicinity that the pointer could be referring to. It also often helps 
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to name the object the pointer is referring to at the same time 
that you point to it, replacing the bald “this” in the example 
above with a morę precise phrase like “this ambivalence toward 
democratic societies” or "this grudging respect.” 


Repeat Key Terms and Phrases 

A third strategy for connecting the parts of your argument is 
to develop a constellation of key terms and phrases, including 
their synonyms and antonyms, that you repeat throughout your 
text. When used effectively, your key terms should be items 
that readers could extract from your text in order to get a solid 
sense of your topie. Playing with key terms also can be a good 
way to come up with a title and appropriate section headings 
for your text. 

Notice how often Martin Luther King Jr, uses the key words 
“criticism,” “statement," “answer,” and “correspondence" in the 
opening paragraph of his famous “Letter ffom Birmingham Jail." 

Dear Fellow Clergymen: 

While confined here in the Binningham city jail, 1 caine across 
your recent statement calling my present activities "unwise and 
untimely." Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my work and 
ideas. If I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my desk, my 
secretaries would have little time for anything other than such cor¬ 
respondence in the course of the day, and I would have no time for 
constructive work. But sińce I feel that you are men of genuine 
good will and that your criticisms are sincerely set forth, 1 want to 
try to answer your statement in what I hope will be patient and rea- 
sonable terms. 

Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from Birmingham Jail" 
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Even though King uses the terms “criticism" and “answer" three 
times each and “statement" twice, the effect is not overly repet- 
itive. In fact, these key terms help build a sense of momentum 
in the paragraph and bind it together. 

For another example of the effective use of key terms, eon- 
sider the following passage, in which the historian Susan Doug¬ 
las develops a constellation of sharply contrasting key terms 
around the concept of “cultural schizophrenics”: women like 
herself who, Douglas claims, have mixed feelings about the 
images of ideał femininity with which they are constantly bom- 
barded by the media. 

In a variety of ways, the mass media helped make us the cultural 
schizophrenics we are today, women who rebel against yet submit 
to prevailing images about what a desirable, worthwhile woman 
should be.... |T)he mass media has engendered in many women a 
kind of cultural identity crisis. We are ambivalent toward feminin¬ 
ity on the one hand and feminism on the other. Pulled in opposite 
directions—told we were cqual, yet told we were subordinate; told 
we could change h istoty but told we were trapped by history—we 
got the bends at an early age. and we've never gotten rid of them. 

When I open Vogue, for examplc, I am simultaneously infuri- 
ated and seduced. ... I adore the materialism; I despise the mate- 
rialism. ... I want to look beautiful; 1 think wanting to look 
beautiful is about the most dumb-ass goal you could have. The mag- 
azine stokes my desire; the magazine triggers my bile. And this 
doesn’t only happen when I'm reading Vogue; it happens all the 
time. . . . On the one hand, on the other hand—that’s not just 
me—that’s what it means to be a woman in America. 

To explain this schizophrenia . . . 

Susan Douglas. Where the Girls Are : 

Grouńng Up Fermie with the Mass Media 
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In chłs passage, Douglas establishes "schizophrenia” as a key 
concept and then echoes it chrough synonyms like “identity 
crisis," “ambivalent," “the bends”—and even demonstrates it 
through a series of contrasting words and phrases: 

rebel against / submit 

told we were equal / told we were subordinate 

told we could change history / told we were trapped by history 

infuriated / seduced 

1 adore /1 despise 

1 want /1 chink wanting . . . is about the most dumb-ass yoal 
stokes my desire / triggers my bile 
on the one hand / on the other hand 

These contrasting phrases help flesh out Douglas’s claim that 
women are being pulled in two directions at once. In so doing, 
they bind the passage together into a unified whole that, despite 
its complexity and sophistication, stays focused over its entire 
length. 


REPEAT YOURSELF—BUT WITH A DlFFERENCE 

The last technique we offer for connecting the parts of your 
text involves repeating yourself, but with a difference—which 
basically means saying the same thing you’ve just said, but in 
a slightly different way that avoids sounding monotonous. To 
effectively connect the parts of your argument and keep it mov- 
ing forward, be careful not to leap from one idea to a different 
idea or introduce new ideas cold. Instead, try to build bridges 
between your ideas by echoing what you’ve just said while 
simultaneously moving your text into new territory. 
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Several of the connecting devices discussed in this chapter 
are ways of repeating yourself in this special way. Key terms, 
pointing terms, and even many transitions can be used in a way 
that not only brings something forward ffom the previous sen- 
tence but in some way alters it. When Douglas, for instance, 
uses the key term ‘‘ambivalent’’ to echo her earlier reference to 
schizophrenics, she is repeating herself with a difference— 
repeating the same concept, but with a different word that adds 
new associations. 

In addition, when you use transition phrases like “in other 
words" and “to put it another way,” you repeat yourself with a 
difference, sińce these phrases help you restate earlier claims 
but in a different register. When you open a sentence with "in 
other words," you are basically telling your readers that in case 
they didn't fully understand what you meant in the last sen¬ 
tence, you are now coming at it again from a slightly different 
angle, or that sińce you’re presenting a very important idea, 
you’re not going to skip over it ąuickly but will explorc it fur- 
ther to make surę your readers grasp all its aspects. 

We would even go so far as to suggest that after your first 
sentence, almost every sentence you write should refer back 
to previous statements in some way. Whether you are writing 
a “furthermore” comment that adds to what you have just said 
or a “for example" statement that illustrates it, each sentence 
should echo at least one element of the previous sentence in 
some discemible way. Even when your text changes direction 
and reąuires transitions like “in contrast," “however,” or “but,” 
you still need to mark that shift by linking the sentence to 
the one just before it, as in the following example. 


Cheyenne loved basketball. Nevertheless, she feared her height 
would put her at a disadvantage. 



“As a Resuit" 


These sentences work because even though the second sen- 
tence changes course and qualifies the first, it stLll echoes key 
concepts from the first. Not only does “she” echo “Cheyenne,” 
sińce both refer to the same person, but “feared” echoes “loved" 
by establishing the contrast mandated by the term “neverthe- 
less.” “Nevertheless," then, is not an excuse for changing sub- 
jects radically. It too requires repetition to help readers shift 
gears with you and follow your train of thought. 

Repetition, in short, is the central means by which you can 
move from point A to point B in a text. To introduce one last 
analogy, think of the way experienced rock climbers move up 
a steep slope. Instead of jumping or lurching from one hand- 
hold to the next, good climbers get a secure handhold on the 
position they have established before reaching for the next 
ledge. The same thing applies to writing. To move smoothly 
from point to point in your argument, you need to firmly ground 
what you say in what you’ve already said. In this way, your writ¬ 
ing remains focused while simultaneously moving forward. 

“But hołd on,” you may be thinking. “lsn’t repetition precisely 
what sophisticated writers should avoid, on the grounds that it 
will make their writing sound simplistic—as if they are bela- 
boring the obvious?” Yes and no. On the one hand, writers cer- 
tainly can run into trouble if they merely repeat themselves and 
nothing morę. On the other hand, repetition is key to creating 
continuity in writing. It is impossible to stay on track in a piece 
of writing if you don’t repeat your points throughout the length 
of the text. Furthermore, writers would never make an impact 
on readers if they didn’t repeat their main points often enough 
to reinforce those points and make them stand out above sub- 
ordinate points. The trick therefore is not to avoid repeating 
yourself but to repeat yourself in varied and interesting enough 
ways that you advance your argument without sounding tedious. 
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Exercises 

1. Read the following opening to Chapter 2 of The Road tu 
Wigan Pier, by George Orwell. Annotate the connecting 
devices by underlining the transitions, circling the key 
terms, and putting boxes around the pointing terms. 

Our civilisation . . . is founded on coal, morę complecely than 
one realises until one stops co think about ic. The machines that 
keep us alive, and the machines that make che machines, are 
all directly or indirecdy dependent upon coal. In the metabolism 
of the Western world the coal-miner is second in importanee 
only to the man who ploughs the soil. He is a sort of grimy cary- 
atid upon whose shoulders nearly everything thar is not grimy is 
supported. For this reason the actual process by which coal is 
extracted is well worth watching, if you get the chance and ate 
willing to take the rrouble. 

Whcn you go down a coal-mine it is important to ery and get¬ 
to the coal face when rhe “filiera" are at work. This is not easy, 
because when the minę is working visitors are a nuisance and 
are not encouraged, but if you go at any other time, ic is possi- 
ble to cotne away wich a totally wrong impression. On a Sun- 
day, for instance, a minę seems almost peaceful. The time to go 
there is when the machines are roaring and the air is black with 
coal dust, and when you can actually see what che miners have 
to do. At those times the place is like heli, or ar any ratę like 
my own mental picture of heli. Most of the things one imagines 
in heli are there—heat, noise, confusion, darkness, foul air, and, 
above all, unbearably cramped space. Everything except che fire, 
for there is no fire down there except the feeble beams of Davy 
lamps and eleccric torches which scarcely penetrate the clouds 
of coal dust. 
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When you have finally got there—and getting there is a job in 
itself: I will explain that in a moment—you crawl through the last 
linę of pit props and see opposite you a shiny black wali three or 
four feet high. This is the coal face. Overhead is the smooth ceil- 
ing madę by the rock frora which the coal has been cut; under- 
neath is the rock again, so that the gallery you are in is only as 
high as the ledge of coal itself. probably not much morę than a 
yard. The first impression of all, overmastering everything else for 
a while, is the frightful, deafening din from the conveyor belt which 
carries the coal away. You cannot see very far, because the fog of 
coal dust throws back the beam of your lamp, but you can see on 
either side of you the linę of hnlf-naked kneeling men, one to every 
four or five yards, driving their shovels under the fallen coal and 
flinging it swiftly over their left shoulders .... 

George Orwell, The Road co Wigan Pier 

2. Read over something you’ve written with an eye tor the 
devices you’ve used to connect the parts. Underline all 
the transitions, pointing terms, key terms, and repetition. 
Do you see any patterns? Do you rely on certain devices morę 
than others? Are there any passages that are hard to 
follow—and if so, can you make them easier to read by try- 
ing any of the other deyices discussed in this chapter? 
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“Ain’t So / Is Not" 

Academic Writing Doesn’t Always Mean 
Setting Aside Your Own Voice 


Have you ever gotten che impression chat writing well in 
college means setting aside the kind of language you use in 
everyday conversation ? That to impress your instructors you 
need to use big words, long sentences, and complex sentence 
structures? If so, then we're here to tell you that it ain't neces- 
sarily so. On the contrary, academic writing can—and in our 
view should —be relaxed, easy to follow, and even a little bit 
fun. Although we don’r want to suggest that you avoid using 
sophisticated, academic terms in your writing, we encourage 
you to draw upon the kinds of expressions and turns of phrase 
that you use every day when conversing with family and friends. 
In this chapter, we want to show you how you can write effec- 
tive academic arguments while holding on to some of your own 
voice. 

This point is important, sińce you may well become tumed 
off from writing if you think your everyday language practices 
have to be checked at the classroom door. You may end up feel- 
ing like a student we know who, when asked how she felt about 
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the writing she does in college, answered, “I do it because 1 
have to, but it’s just not mel” 

This is not to suggest that any language you use among 
friends has a place Łn academic writing. Nor is it to suggest that 
you may fali back on colloąuial usage as an excuse for not 
leaming morę rigorous forms of expression. After all, leaming 
these morę rigorous forms of expression and developing a morę 
intellectual self is a major reason for getting an education. We 
do, however, wish to suggest that relaxed, colloąuial language 
can often enliven academic writing and even enhance its rigor 
and precision. Such informal language also helps you connect 
with readers in a personal as well as an intellectual way. In our 
view, then, it is a mistake to assume that the academic and the 
everyday are completely separate languages that can never be 
used together. 


Mix Academic and Colloquial Styles 

Many successful writers blend academic, professional language 
with popular expressions and sayings. Consider, for instancc, the 
following passage fforn a scholarly article about the way teach- 
ers respond to errors in student writing. 

Marking and judging formal and mechanical errors in student 
papers is one area in which composition studies seems to have a 
multiple-personality disorder. On the one hand, our mellow, 
student-centered, process-based selvcs tend to condemn marking 
formal errors at all. Doing it represents the Bad Oid Days. Ms. Fid- 
ditch and Mr. Flutesnoot with sharpened red pencils, spilling inno- 
cent blood across the page. Useless detail work. inhumane, 
perfectionist standards, making our students feel stupid, wrong, 
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trivial, misunderstood. Joseph Williams has pointed out how arbi- 
trary and context-bound our judgments of formal error are. And 
certainly our noting of errors on student papers gives no one any 
great joy; as Peter Elbow says, English is most often associated eicher 
with grammar or with high literaturę'—“two things designed to 
make folks feel most out of it." 

Robert Connors and Andrea Lunsford, 
“Frequency of Formal Errors in Current College Writing, 
or Ma and Pa Kettle Do Research" 

This passage blends writing styles in several ways. First, it places 
informal, relaxed expressions like “mellow,” “the Bad Old 
Days,” and “folks” alongside morę formal, academic phrases like 
“multiple-personality disorder," “student-centered,” “process- 
based,” and “arbicrary and context-bound." Even the title of 
the piece, “Freąuency of Formal Errors in Current College 
Writing, or Ma and Pa Kettle Do Research," blends formal, 
academic usage on the left side of the comma with a popular- 
culture reference to the ftctional movie characters Ma and 
Pa Kettle on the right. Second, to give vivid, concrete form 
to their discussion of grading disciplinarians, Connors and 
Lunsford conjure up such archetypal, imaginary figures as the 
stuffy, old-fashioned taskmasters Ms. Fiddltch and Mr. Flutes- 
noot. Through such imaginative uses of language, Connors and 
Lunsford inject greater force into what might otherwise have 
been dry, scholarly prose. 

Formal/informal mixings like this can be found in countless 
other texts, though morę frequently in the humanities than the 
Sciences, and morę freąuently still in joumalism. Notice how 
the food industry critic Erie Schlosser describes some changes 
in the city of Colorado Springs in his best-selling book on fast 
foods in the United States. 
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The loopiness once associated wlth Los Angeles has come fuli 
blown to Colorado Springs—the strange, creative energy that crops 
up where the future’s consciously being madę, where people walk 
the fine linę separating a visionary from a total nutcase. 

Eric Schlosser, Fast Food Nation 

Schlosser could have played it safe and referred not to the “loop¬ 
iness" but to the “eccentricity" associated with Los Angeles, or 
to “the fine linę separating a visionary from a lunatic" instead 
of “ . . . a total nutcase." His decision, however, to go with the 
morę adventuresome, colorful terms gives a liveliness to his 
writing that would have been lacking with the morę conven- 
tional terms. 

Anolher example of writing that blends the informal with 
the formal comes from an essay on the American novelist Willa 
Cather by the literary critic Judith Fetterley. Discussing “how 
very successful Cather has been in controlling how we think 
about her,” Fetterley, building on the work of another scholar, 
writes as follows. 

As Merrill Skaggs has put it, “She is neurotically controlling and 
self-conscious about her work, but she knows at all points what she 
is doing. Above all else, she is self-conscious." 

Without question, Cather was a control freak. 

Judith Fetterley, "Willa Cather and the 
Question of Sympathy: The Unofficial Story” 

Thls passage demonstrates not only that specialized phrases 
from psychology like “self-conscious” and “neurotically con¬ 
trolling” are compatible with everyday, popular expressions like 
“control freak,” but also that translating the one type of lan- 
guage into the other, the specialized into the everyday, can help 


' 2 4 



Acodemic Writing Doesn't Mean Setting Aside Your O urn Voice 

drive home a point. By translating Skaggs’s polysyllabic 
descripdon of Cather as “neurotically controlling and 
self-conscious” into the succinct, if blunt, claim that 
“Without question, Cather was a control freak," Fetter- 
ley suggests that one need not choose between rarified, 
academic ways of talking and the everyday language of casual eon- 
versation. Indeed, her passage offers a simple recipe for blending 
the high and the Iow: first make your point in the language of a 
Professional field, and then make it again in eyeryday language— 
a great trick, we think, for underscoring a point. 

While one effect of blending languages like this is to give 
your writing morę punch, another is to make a political State- 
ment—about the way, for example, society unfairly overvalues 
soine dialects and devalue? others. For instance, in the titles of 
two of her books, Talkin and Testijyin: The Language of Black 
America and Black Talk; Words arul Phrases from the Hood to the 
Amen Comer, the language scholar Geneva Smitherman mixes 
African American yernacular phrases with morę scholarly lan¬ 
guage in order to suggest, as she explicitly argues in these books, 
that black English yernacular is as legitimare a yariety of lan¬ 
guage as "standard” English. Here are three typical passages. 

In Black America, the orał tradition has served as a fundamen- 
tal yehicle for gittin ovuh. That tradition preseryes the Afro- 
American heritage and reflects the col!ective spirit of the race, 

Blacks are quick to ridicule “educated fools," penple who done gone 
to school and read all dem books and still don‘t know nothin! 

. . . it is a socially approved yerbal strategy for black rappers to talk 
about how bad they is. 

—Geneva Smitherman, Talkin and Testifyin: 

The Language of Black America 


See p. 198 for 
an essay that 

quial and aca¬ 
demic styles. 
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In these examples, Smitherman blends the standard written 
English of phrases like “orał tradition” and “fundamental vehi- 
cle” with black orał vemacular like “gittin ovuh," “dem books,” 
and “how bad they is.” lndeed, she even blends standard En¬ 
glish spelling with that of black English variants like “dem” and 
"ovuh," thus mimicking what some black English vemacular 
actually sounds like. Although some scholars might object to 
these unconventional practices, this is precisely Smitherman’s 
point: that our habitual language practices need to be opened 
up, and that the number of participants in the academic eon- 
yersation needs to be expanded. 

Along simiłar lines, the writer and activist Gloria Anzaldua 
mixes standard English with Tex-Mex, a hybrid blend of En¬ 
glish, Castilian Spanish, a North Mexican dialect, and the 
Indian language Nahuatl, to make a political point about the 
suppression of the Spanish language in the United States. 

From this racial, ideological, cultural, and biological cross-polliniza- 
tion, an "alien" eonsciousness is presently in the making—a new 
mestizn eonsciousness, una amdencia de mujer. 

—Gloria Anzaloóa, 
Bordcrlands / La Frontem: The New Mestijp 

Like Smitherman, Anzaldua gets her point across not only 
through what she says but through the way she says it, literally 
showing that the new hybrid, or mestij;a, eonsciousness that 
she describes is, as she puts it, “presently in the making." 
Ultimately, these passages suggest that blending languages— 
what Vershawn Ashanti Young calls “codę meshing”—can cali 
into ąuestion the very idea that the languages are distinct and 
separate. 
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When to Mix Styles? 

Consider Your Audience and Purpose 

Because there are so many options in writing, you should never 
feel limited in your choice of words, as if such choices are set in 
stone. You ean always experiment with your language and 
improve it. You can always dress it up, dress it down, or some 
combination of both. In dressing down your language, for exam- 
ple, you can make the claim that somebody “failed to notice” 
something by saying instead that it “flew under the radar." Or 
you can State that che person was “unaware” of something by say¬ 
ing that he was “out to lunch." You could even recast the title 
of this book, “They Say / i Say” as a teenager might say it: ‘Tm 
Like / She Goes." 

But how do you know when it is better to play things straight 
and stick to standard English, and when to be morę adven- 
turesome and mix things up? When, in other words, should you 
write “failed to notice" and when is it okay (or morę effective) 
to write "flew under the radar”? Is it always appropriate to mix 
styles? And when you do so, how do you know when enough 
is enough? 

In all situations, think carefully about your audience and 
purpose. When you write a letter applying for a job, for instance, 
or submit a grant proposal, where your words will be weighed 
by an official screening body, using language that’s too collo- 
quial or slangy may well jeopardize your chances of success. On 
such occasions, it is usually best to err on the safe side, eon- 
forming as closely as possible to the conventions of standard 
written English. In other situations for other audiences, how- 
ever, there is room to be morę creative—in this book, for exam- 
ple. Ultimately, your judgments about the appropriate language 
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for the situation should always take into account your likely 
audience and your purpose in writing. 

Although it may have heen in the past, academic writing in 
most disciplines today is no longer the linguistic equivalent of 
a black-tie affair. To succeed as a writer in college, then, you 
need not always limit your language to the strictly formal. 
Although academic writing does rely on complex sentence pat- 
terns and on specialized, disciplinary vocabularies, it is surpris- 
ing how often such writing draws on the languages of the Street, 
popular culture, our ethnic communities, and home. It is by 
blend ing these languages that what counts as “standard" En- 
glish changes over time and the rangę of possibilities open to 
academic writers continues to grow. 


Exercises 

1. Take a paragraph from this hook and dress it down, rewriting 
it in informal colloquial language. Then rewrite the same para¬ 
graph again by dressing it up, making it much morę formal. 
Then rewrite the paragraph one morę time in a way that 
blends the two styles. Share your paragraphs with a classmate, 
and discuss which versions are most effective and why. 

2. Find something you’ve written for a course, and study it to 
see whether you’ve used any of your own everyday expres- 
sions, any words or structures that are not "academic.” If by 
chance you don’t find any, see if there's a place or two where 
shifting into morę casual or unexpected language would help 
you make a point, get your reader’s attention, or just add live- 
liness to your text. Be surę to keep your audience and purpose 
in mind, and use language that will be appropriate to both. 
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The Art of Metacommentary 


Wh EN WE TELL people that we are writing a chapter on the 
art of metacommentary, they often give us a puzzled look and 
tell us that they have no idea what "metacommentary" is. 
“We know what commentary is," they’11 sometimes say, “but 
what does it mean when it’s metal" Our answer is that whether 
or not they know the term, they practice the art of meta¬ 
commentary on a daily basis whenever they make a point of 
explaining something they’ve said or written: “What 1 meant 
to say was ,” "My point was not , but 

," or “You’re probably not going to like what l’m 
about to say, but In such cases, they are not offer- 

ing new points but telling an audience how to interpret what 
they have already said or are about to say. In short, then, meta¬ 
commentary is a way of commenting on your claims and telling 
others how—and how not—to think about them. 

It may help to think of metacommentary as being like the 
chorus in a Greek play that stands to the side of the drama 
unfolding on the stage and explains its meaning to the audi¬ 
ence—or like a voice-over narrator who comments on and 
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explains the action in a television show or movie. Think of 
metacommentary as a sort of second text that stands alongside 
your main text and explains what it means. In the main text 
you say something; in the metatext you guide your readers in 
interpreting and processing what you’ve said. 

What we are suggesting, then, is that you think of your text 
as two texts joined at the hip: a main text in which you make 
your argument and another in which you "work” your ideas, 
distinguishing your views ffom others they may be confused 
with, anticipating and answering objections, connecting one 
point to another, explaining why your claim might be contro- 
yersial, and so forth. Figurę 7 demonstrates what we mean. 



METATBCT TELLS READERS HOW-AND HOW 
NOT—TO THINK A BOOT IT. 

Figurę 7 
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Use Metacommentary TO Clarify and Elaborate 

But why do you need metacommentary to tell readers what you 
mean and guide them through your text? Can’t you just clearly 
say what you mean up front? The answer is that, no matter how 
elear and precise your writing is, readers can still fail to under- 
stand it in any number of ways. Even the best writers can pro- 
voke reactions in readers that they didn't intend, and even good 
readers can get lost in a complicated argument or fail to see 
how one point connects with another. Readers may also fail to 
see what follows from your argument, or they may follow your 
reasoning and examples yet fail to see the larger conclusion you 
draw from them. They may fail to see your argument’s overall 
significance, or mistake what you are saying for a related argu¬ 
ment that they have heard before but that you want to distance 
yourself from. As a result, no matter how straightforward a 
writer you are, readers still need you to help them grasp what 
you really mean. Because the written word is prone to so much 
mischief and can be interpreted in so many different ways, we 
need metacommentary to keep misinterpretations and other 
communication misfires at bay. 

Another reason to master the art of metacommentary is that 
it will help you develop your ideas and generate morę text. If you 
have ever had trouble producing the required number of pages 
for a writing project, metacommentary can help you add both 
length and depth to your writing. We’ve seen many students who 
try to produce a five-page paper sputter to a halt at two or three 
pages, complaining they’ve said everything they can think of 
about their topie. “l’ve stated my thesis and presented my rea- 
sons and evidence,” students have told us. “What else is there 
to do?” It’s almost as if such writers have generated a thesis and 
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don’t know what to do with it. When these students learn to use 
metacommentary, however, they get morę out of thelr ideas and 
write longer, morę substantial texts. In sum, metacommentary 
can help you extract the fuli potential from your ideas, drawing 
out important implications, explaining ideas from different per- 
spectives, and so forth. 

So even when you may think you’ve said everything pos- 
sible in an argument, try inserting the following types of 
metacommentary. 

► In otherwords, she doęsn’t r.ealizę how right she is. 

► What reaily means is 

► My point Is not but 

► Ultimately, then, my goal is to demonstrate thal 

Ideally, such metacommentary should help you recognize some 
implications of your ideas that you didn't initially realize were 
there. 

Let's look at how the cultural critic Neil Postman uses meta¬ 
commentary in the following passage describing the shift he 
sees in American culture as It moves away from print and read- 
ing to television and movies. 

It is my intention in this bouk to show that a great . . , shift has 
taken place in America, with the result that the contcnt of much 
of our public discourse has become dangerous nonsense. With this 
in view, my task in the chapten altead is siraightforward. I must, 
firn, demonstrate how, under the governance of the printing press. 
discourse in America was different from what it is now—gener- 
ally coherent, serious and rattonal; and then how, under the gov- 
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emance of te!evision, it has become shriveled and absurd. But to 
avoid the possibility that my analysis will be interpreted as standard- 
brand academic whimpering, a kind of elitist complaint against 
“junk" on television, i mustfirst explain that ... I appreciate junk 
as much as the next fellow, and I know fuli well that the printing 
press has generated enough of it to fili the Grand Canyon to over- 
flowing. Television is not old enough to have matched printing's 
output of junk. 

Neil Postman, Amtising Ourselfes to Death: 
Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business 

To see what we mean by metacommentary, look at the phrases 
above that we have icalicized. With these moves, Postman 
essentially stands apart from his main ideas to help readers fol- 
Iow and understand what he is arguing. 

He previews what he will argue: It is my intention in this book 
to show . . . 

He spells out how he will make his argument: With this in 
we w, my task in these chapters ... is. ... I must, fint, demon- 
stratę . . . and then . . . 

He distinguishes his argument from other arguments it may 
easily be confused with: But to avoid the possibility that my 
analysis will be interpreted as ... J must fint explain that . . 


Titles as Metacommentary 

Even the title of Postman’s book, Amusing Oursehes to Death: 
Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business, functions as a form 
of metacommentary sińce, like all titles, it stands apart from 
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the text itself and tells readers the book’s main point: that the 
very pleasure provided by contemporaty show business is 
destructive. 

Titles, in fact, are one of the most important forms of 
metacommentary, functioning rather like carnival barkers 
telling passersby what they can expect if they go inside. Sub- 
titles, too, function as metacommentary, further explaining 
or elaborating on the main title. The subtitle of this book, 
for example, not only explains that it is about "the moves 
that matter in academic writing," but indicates that “they 
say /1 say" is one of these moves. Thinking of a title as meta¬ 
commentary can actually help you develop sharper titles, 
ones that, like Postman's, give readers a hint of what your 
argument will be. Contrast such titles with unhelpfully open- 
ended ones like "Shakespeare” or “Steroids" or “English 
Essay," or essays with no titles at all. Essays with vague titles 
(or no titles) send the message that the writer has siinply not 
bothered to reflect on what he or she is saying and is unin- 
terested in guiding or orienting readers. 


Use Other Moves as Metacommentary 

Many of the other moves covered in this book function as meta¬ 
commentary: entertaining objections, adding transitions, ffam- 
ing ąuotations, answering “so what?" and "who cares?” When 
you entertain objections, you stand outside of your text and 
imagine what a critic might say; when you add transitions, you 
essentially explain the telationship between various claims. 
And when you answer the “so what?" and “who cares?” ques- 
tions, you look beyond your central argument and explain who 
should be interested in it and why. 
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Templates for Introoucing Metacommentary 

TO WARD OFF POTENTIAL MISUNDERSTANDINCS 

The following moves help you differentiate certain views ffom 
ones they might be mistaken for. 

► Essentially, I am argulng not that we should give up the policy, but 
that we should monitor effects far morę ćlosefy. 

► This is not to say , but rather 

► X is concerned less with than with 

TO ALERT READERS TO AN ELABORATION OF A PREVIOUS IDEA 

The following moves elaborate on a preyious point, saying to 
readers: “In case you didn’t get it the flrst time, I’ll try saying 
the same thing in a different way." 

► In other words, 

► To put it another way, 

► What X is saying here is that 

TO PROVIDE READERS WITH A ROADMAP TO YOUR TEXT 

This move orients readers, clarifying where you have been and 
where you are going—and making it easier for them to process 
and follow your text. 

* Chapter 2 explores , while chapter 3 examines 

► Having just argued that , I want now to complicate the 

point by 
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TO MOVE FROM A GENERAL CLAIM TO A SPECIFIC EXAMPLE 

These moves help you explain a generał point by providing a 
concrete example that illustrates what you’re saying. 

► For example, _ 

► , for instance,, demonstrates 

► Consider , for example. 

► To take a case in point, 

TO INDICATE THAT A CLAIM IS MORĘ, LESS, OR EQUALLY IMPORTANT 

The following templates help you give relative emphasis to the 
claim that you are introducing, showing whether that claim is 
of morę or less weight than the previous one, or equal to it. 

► Even morę important, 

► But above all, 

► Incidentally, we will briefly notę, 

► Just as important, 

► Equally, 

► Finally, 

TO EXPLAIN A CLAIM WHEN YOU ANTICIPATE OB|ECTIONS 
Here’s a template to help you anticipate and respond to possi- 
ble objections. 

► Although some readers may object that 
that 


, I would answer 
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TO GUIDE READERS TO YOUR MOST GENERAL POINT 

These moves show thac you are wrapping things up and 
tying up various subpoints previously madę. 

► In sum, then, 

► My condusion, then, is that 

► In short, 

In this chapter we have trłed to show that the most per- 
suasive writing often doubles back and comments on its own 
claims in ways that help readers negotiate and process them. 
Instead of simply piling claim upon claim, effective writers are 
constantly "stage managing" how their claims will be recieved. 
It’s true of course that to be persuasive a text has to have strong 
claims to argue in the first place. But even the strongest argu- 
ments will flounder unless writers use metacommentary to pre- 
vent potential misreadings and make their arguments shine. 


Chapter 6 
has morę 
templates for 
anticipating 
objections. 


Exer cises 

1. Read an essay or article and annotate it to indicate the dif- 
ferent ways the author uses metacommentary. Use the tem¬ 
plates on pp. 135-37 as your guide, For example, you may 
want to circle transitional phrases and write "trans” in the 
margins, to put brackets around sentences that elaborate on 
earlier sentences and mark them "elab,” or underline sen¬ 
tences in which the author sums up what he or she has been 
saying, writing "sum” in the margins. 

How does the author use metacommentary? Does the 
author follow any of the templates provided in this book 
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word tor word? Did you find any forms of metacommentary 
not discussed in this chapter? If so, can you identify them, 
name them, and perhaps devise templates based on them for 
use in your own writing? And finally, how do you think the 
author's use of metacommentary enhances (or harms) his or 
her writing? 

2. Complete each of the following metacommentary templates 
in any way that makes sense. 

► In making a case for the medical use of marljuana, I am not say- 
ing that 

► But my argument will do morę than prove that one particular indus- 
trial Chemical has certain toxic properties. In this article, I will also 


My point about the natlonal obsessions with sports reinforces the 
beliefheld by many that 

I believe, therefore, that the war is completely unjustified. But let me 
back up and explain how I arrived al this condusion: 

In this way, I came to believe that this war is a big mistake. 



4 

In Specific 
Academic Settings 




ELEVEN 

I Take Your Point’ 


Entering Class Discussions 


Have you ever been in a class discussion that feels less like 
a genuine meeting of the minds than like a series of discrete, 
disconnected monologues? You make a comment, say, that 
seems provocative to you, but the classmate who speaks after 
you makes no reference to what you said, instead going off in 
an entirely different direction. Then, the classmate who speaks 
next makes no reference either to you or to any one else, mak- 
ing it seem as if everyone in the conversation is morę interested 
in their own ideas than in actually conversing with anyone else. 

We like to think that the principles this book advances can 
help improve class discussions, which increasingly include vari- 
ous forms of online communication. Particularly important for 
class discussion is the point that our own ideas become morę 
cogent and powerful the morę responsive we are to others, and 
the morę we frame our claims not in isolation but as responses to 
what others before us have said. Ultimately, then, a good face- 
to-face classroom discussion (or online communication) doesn’t 
just happen spontaneously. It requires the same sorts of disciplined 
moves and practices used in many writing situations, particularly 
that of identifying to what and to whom you are responding. 
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Frame Your Comments as a Response 
TO SOMETHINC THAT HAS AlREADY BEEN SAID 

The single most important thing you need to do when joining 
a class discussion is to link what you are about to say to some- 
rhing chat has already been said. 

► I really liked Aaron's point about the two sides bejng closer than 
they seem. I’d add that both seem rather moderate. 

► I take your point, Nadia, that . Stlll. . . 

► Though Sheila and Ryan seem to be at odds about , they 

may actually not be all that far apart. 

In framing your comments this way, it is usually besr to name 
both the person and the idea you're responding to. If you name 
the person alone (“I agree wich Aaron because "), 

it may not be elear to listeners what part of what Aaron 
said you are referring to. Conversely, if you only summa- 
rize what Aaron said without naming him, you'll probably 
leave your classmates wonderlng whose comments you’re 
referring to, 

But won’t you sound stilted and deeply redundant in 
class if you try to restate the point your classmate just madę? 
After all, in the case of the first template above, the entire 
class will have just heard Aaron’s point about the two sides 
being closer than they seem. Why then would you need to 
restate it? 

We agree that in orał situations, it does often sound arti- 
ficial to restate what others just said precisely because they 
just said it. It would be awkward if, on being asked to pass the 


i 4 2 



Entering Class Discussions 


salt at lunch, one were to reply: “If 1 understand you correctly, 
you have asked me to pass the salt. Yes, 1 can, and here it is." 
But in orał discussions about complicated issues that are open 
to multiple interpretations, we usually do need to resumma- 
rize what others have said to make surę that everyone is 
on the same page. Since Aaron may have madę several points 
when he spoke and may have been followed by other com- 
mentators, the class will probably need you to summarize 
which point of his you are referring to. And even if Aaron 
madę only one point, restating that point is helpful, not only 
to remind the group what his point was (sińce some may have 
missed or forgotten it) but also to make surę that he, you, and 
others have interpreted his point in the same way. 


To CHANGE THE SUBJECT, 

Indicate Explicitlv That You Are Doing So 

It is fine to try to change the conversation’s direction. There’s 
just one catch: you need to make elear to listeners that this is 
what you are doing. For example: 

► So far we have been talking about the characters in the film. But 
isn’t the real issue here the cinematography? 

► Pd like to change the subject to one that hasn't yet been addressed. 

You can try to change the subject without indicating that you 
are doing so. But you risk that your comment will come across 
as irrelevant rather than as a thoughtful contribution that 
moves the conversation forwai'd. 
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Be Even Morę Explicit 
Than You Would Be in Writinc 


Because listeners in an orał discussion can’t go back and reread 
what you just said, they are morę easily overloaded than are 
readers of a print text. For this reason, in a class discussion you 
will do well to take some extra steps to help listeners follow 
your train of thought. (1) When you make a comment, limit 
yourself to one point only though you can elaborate on this 
point, fleshing it out with examples and evidence. If you feel 
you must make two points, either unitę them under one larger 
umbrella point, or make one point first and save the other for 
later. Trying to bundle two or morę claims into one comment 
can result in neither getting the attention it deserves. (2) Use 
metacommentary to highlight your key point so that listeners 
can readily grasp it. 

► In other words, what !'m trying to get at here is 

► My point is this: 

► My point, though, is not , but 

► This distinction is important because 
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‘What's Motivatinc This Writer? 

Reading for the Conoersation 


“What IS THE AUTHOR’S ARGUMENT? What is he or she 
trying to say?” For many years, these were the first ąuestions 
we would ask our classes in a discussion of an assigned reading. 
The discussion that resulted was often halting, as our students 
struggled to get a handle on the argument, but eventually, after 
some awkward silences, the class would come up with sonie- 
thing we could all agree was an accurate summary of the 
author’s main thesis. Even after we'd gotten over that hurdle, 
however, the discussion would often still seem forced, and 
would limp along as we all struggled with the ąuestion that nat- 
urally arose next: Now that we had determined what the author 
was saying, what did we ourselves have to say? 

For a long time we didn’t worry much about these halting 
discussions, justifying them to ourselves as the predictable result 
of assigning difficult, challenging readings. Several years ago, 
however, as we started writing this book and began thinking 
about writing as the art of entering conversations, we latched 
onto the idea of leading with some different ąuestions: “What 
other argument(s) is the writer responding to?” “Is the writer 
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disagreeing or agreeing with something, and if so what?” “What 
is motivating the writer’s argument?" “Are there other ideas 
chat you have encountered in this class or elsewhere that might 
be pertinent?” The results were often striking. The discussions 
that followed tended to be far livelier and to draw in a greater 
number of students. We were still asking students to look for 
the main argument, but we were now asking them to see that 
argument as a response to some other argument that provoked 
it, gave it a reason for being, and helped all of us see why we 
should care about it. 

What had happened, we realized, was that by changing 
the opening question, we changed the way our students 
approached reading, and perhaps the way they thought about 
academic work in generał. Instead of thinking of the argu¬ 
ment of a text as an isolated entity, they now thought of that 
argument as one that responded to and provoked other argu- 
ments. Since they were now dealing not with one argument 
but at least two (the author’s argument and the one[s| he or 
she was responding to), they now had alternative ways of see- 
ing the topie at hand. This meant that, instead of just trying 
to understand the view presented by the author, they were 
morę able to question that view intelligently and engage in 
the type of discussion and debate that is the hallmark of a col¬ 
lege education. In our discussions, animated debates often 
arose between students who found the author's argument con- 
vincing and others who were morę convinced by the view it 
was challenging. In the best of these debates, the binary posi- 
tions would be questioned by other students, who suggested 
each was too simple, that both might be right or that a third 
alternative was possible. Still other students might object that 
the discussion thus far had missed the author's real point and 
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suggest that we all go back to the text and pay closer atten- 
tion to what it actually said. 

We eventually realized that the move trom reading for the 
author’s argument in isolation to reading for how the author’s 
argument is in conversation with the arguments of others helps 
readers become active, critical readers rather than passive rectp- 
ients of knowledge. On some level, reading for the conversa- 
tion is morę rigorous and demanding than reading for what one 
author says. It asks that you determine not only what the author 
thinks, but how what the author thinks fits with what others 
think, and ultimately with what you yourself think. Yet on 
another level, reading this way is a lot simpler and morę famil- 
iar than reading for the thesis alone, sińce it returns writing to 
the famil iar, everyday act of communicating with other people 
about real issues. 


DECIPHERING THE CONV£RSATION 

We suggest, then, that when assigned a reading, you imagine 
the author not as sitting alone in an empty room hunched over 
a desk or staring at a screen, but as sitting in a crowded coffee 
shop talking to others who are making claims that he or she is 
engaging with. In other words, imagine the author as partici- 
pating in an ongoing, multisided, conversation in which every- 
one is trying to persuade others to agree or at least to take his 
or her position seriously. 

The trick in reading for the conversation is to figurę out what 
views the author is responding to and what the author's own argu¬ 
ment is—or, to put it in the terms used in this book, to deter¬ 
mine the “they say” and how the author responds to it. One of 
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the challenges in reading for che “they say" and “I say" can be 
figuring out which is which, sińce it may not be obvious when 
writers are summarizing others and when they are speaking fot 
themselves. Readers need to be alert for any changes in voice 
that a writer might make, sińce instead of using explicit road- 
mapping phrases like “although many believe," authors may sim- 
ply summarize the view that they want to engage with and 
indicate only subtly that it is not their own. 

Consider again the opening to the selection by David 
Zinczenko on p. 195. 

If ever there were a newspapcr headline custom madę for Jay Leno'* 
monologue, this was it. Kids taking on McDonald’s this week, suing 
the company for making them fat. Isn't that like middle-aged men 
suing Porsche for making them get speeding tickets? Whatever hap- 
pened to personal responsibilityi 

I tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons, though. 
Maybe that’s because I used to be one of them. 

—David Zinczenko, "Don't Blame the Eater" 

Whenever we teach this passage, some students inevitably 
■ assume that Zinczenko must be espousing the view expressed 
See Chapter 6 in bis first paragraph: that suing McDonald’s is ridicu- 
for morę lous. When their reading is challenged by their class- 
discussion of m ates, these students point to the page and reply, 
naysayers. «l 00 1 c , i t > s r ight here on the page. This is what 
Zinczenko wrote. These are his exact words." The assumption 
these students are making is that if something appears on the 
page, the author must endorse it. In fact, however, we ventril- 
oąuize views that we don’t believe in, and may in fact pas- 
sionately disagree with, all the time. The central clues that 
Zinczenko disagrees with the view expressed in his opening 
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paragraph come in the second paragraph, when he finally offers 
a first-person declaration and uses a constrastive transition, 
“though,” thereby resolving any ąuestions about where he 
stands. 


When the “They Say" Is Unstated 

Another challenge can be identifying the “they say” when it is 
not explicitly identified. Whereas Zinczenko offers an up-front 
summary of the view he is responding to, other writers assume 
that their readers are so familiar with these views that they 
need not name or summarize them. In such cases, you the reader 
have to reconstruct the unstated "they say” that is motivating 
the text through a process of inference. 

See, tor instance, if you can reconstruct the position that 
Tamara Draut is challenging in the opening paragraph of her 
essay "The Growing College Gap." 

"The first in her family co graduate froin college." How many times 
have we heard thar phrase, or one like It, used to descrihe a success- 
ful American with a modcst background.' In today’s United States, a 
four-year degree has become the all-but-official ticket to middle-class 
security. But if your parents don’t have much money or higher edu- 
cation in their own right, the road to college—and beyond—looks 
increasingly treacherous. Despite a sharp increase in the proportion 
of high school graduates going on to some form of postsecondary edu- 
cation, socio-economic status continues to exert a powerful influence 
on college admission and completion; in fact, gaps in enrollment by 
class and race, after declining in the 1960s and 1970s. are once again 
as wide as they were thirty years ago, and getting wider, even as col¬ 
lege has become far morę crucial to lifetime fortunes. 

—Tamara Draut, “The Growing College Gap" 
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You might think that the “they say” here is embedded in the 
third sentence: They say (or we all think) that a four-year 
degree is “the all-buc-official cicket to middle-class security,” 
and you might assume that Draut will go on to disagree. 

If you read the passage this way, however, you would be mis- 
taken. Draut is not ąuestioning whether a college degree has 
become “the ticket to middle-class security," but whether most 
Americans can obtain that ticket, whether college is within the 
financial reach of most American families. You may have been 
thrown off by the “but" following the statement that college has 
become a prereąuisite for middle-class security. However, unlike 
the “though” in Zinczenko's opening, this “but” does not signal 
that Draut will be disagreeing with the view she has just sum- 
marized, a view that in fact she takes as a given. What Draut 
disagrees with is that this ticket to middle-class security is still 
readily available to the middle and working classes. 

Were one to imagine Draut in a room talking with others 
with strong views on this topie, one would need to picture her 
challenging not those who think college is a ticket to financial 
security (sornething she agrees with and takes for granted), but 
those who think the doors of college are open to anyone will- 
ing to put forth the effort to walk through them. The view that 
Draut is challenging, then, is not summarized in her opening. 
Instead, she assumes that readers are already so familiar with 
this view that it need not be stated. 

Draut’s example suggests that in texts where the central 
"they say” is not immediately identified, you have to construct 
it yourself based on the clues the text provides. You have to 
start by locating the writer’s thesis and then imagine some of 
the arguments that might be madę against it. What would it 
look like to disagree with this view? In Draut's case, it is rela- 
tively easy to construct a counterargument: it is the familiar 
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faith in the American Dream of equal opportunity when it 
comes to access to college. Figuring out the counterargument 
not only reveals what motivated Draut as a writer but helps you 
respond to her essay as an active, critical reader. Constructing 
this counterargument can also help you recognize how Draut 
challenges your own views, questtoning opinions that you pre- 
viously took for granted. 

When the u They Say” Is about Somethinc 
“Nobody Has Talked About" 

Another challenge in reading for the conversation is that writ- 
ers sometimes build their arguments by responding to a lock of 
discussion. These writers build their case not by playing off 
views that can be identified (like faith in the American Dream 
or the idea thar we are responsible for our body weight), but 
by pointing to something others have overlooked. As the writ- 
ing theorists John M. Swales and Christine B. Feak point out, 
one effective way to “create a research space” and “establish a 
niche" in the academic world is “by indicating a gap in ... pre- 
vious research." Much research in the Sciences and humanities 
takes this “Nobody has noticed X" form. 

In such cases, the writer may be responding to scientists, for 
example, who have overlooked an obscure plant that offers 
insights into global warming, or to literary critics who have becn 
so busy focusing on the lead character in a play that they have 
overlooked something important about the minor characters. 

Reading Particularly Challenginc Texts 

Sometimes it is difficult to figurę out the views that writers 
are responding to not because these writers do not identify 
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those views bur because their language and the concepts chey 
are dealing with are particularly challenging. Consider, for 
instance, the first two sentences of Gender Trouble: Feminism 
and the Subuersion of Idenńty, a book by the feminist philoso- 
pher and literary theorist Judith Butler, thought by many to be 
a particularly difficult academic writer. 


Contemporary feminist debates over the meaning of gender lead 
time and again to a certain sense of trouble, as if the indetermi- 
nacy of gender might eventually culminate in the failure of femi¬ 
nism. Perhaps trouble need not carry such a negative valence. 

—Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: 

Feminism and the Sid»version of Idencity 


There are many reasons readers may stumble over this relatively 
short passage, not the least of which is that Butler does not 
explicitly indicate where her own view begins and the view she 
is responding to ends. Unlike Zinczenko, Butler does not use 
the first-person “I” or a phrase such as “in my own view” to 
show that the position in the second sentence is her own. Nor 
does Butler offer a elear transition such as “but" or “however” 
at the start of the second sentence to indicate, as Zinczenko 
does with “though,” that in the second sentence she is ques- 
tioning the argument she has summarized in the first. And 
finally, like many academic writers, Butler uses abstract, unfa- 
miliar words that many readers may need to look up, like “gen¬ 
der" (sexual identity, małe or female), “indeterminacy" (the 
ąuality of being impossible to define or pin down), “culminate” 
(finally result in), and “negative valence” (a term borrowed 
ffom chemistry, roughly denoting "negative significance" or 
“meaning”). For all these reasons, we can imagine many read- 
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ers feeling inrimidated before they reach the third sentence of 
Butler’s book. 

But readers who break down this passage into its essential 
parts will find that it is actually a lucid piece of writing that 
conforms to the classic “they say /1 say” pattem. Though it can 
be difficult to spot the clashing arguments in the two sentences, 
close analysis reveals that the first sentence offers a way of look- 
ing at a certain type of “trouble" in the realm of feminist poi- 
itics that is being challenged in the second. 

To understand difficult passages of this kind, you need to 
translate them into your own words—to build a bridge, in effect, 
between the passage's unfamiliar terms and ones morę familiar 
to you. Building such a bridge should help you connect what 
you already know to what the author is sa^ing—and will then 
help you move from reading to writing, provi3ing you with some 
of the language you will need to summarize the text, One major 
challenge in translating the author’s words into your own, how- 
ever, is to stay true to what the author is actually saying, avoid- 
ing what we cali “the closest clichć syndrome,” in which one 
mistakes a commonplace idea for an author’s morę complex one 
(mistaking Butler’s critique of the concept of “woman,” for 
instance, for the common idea that women must have equal 
rights). The work of compIex writers Iike Butler, who ffequently 
challenge conventional thinking, cannot always be Formoreor 
collapsed into the types of ideas most of us are already the closest 
familiar with. Therefore, when you translate, do not clfcte 
try to fit the ideas of such writers into your preexist- syndrome, 
ing beliefs, but instead allow your own views to be chał- se * c * iapter 
lenged. In building a bridge to the writers you read, it is often 
necessary to meet those writers morę than halfway. 

So what, then, does Butler’s opening say? Translating But¬ 
ler^ words into terms that are easier to understand, we can 
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see that the first sentence says that for many feminists today, 
“the indeterminacy of gender”—the inability to define the 
essence of sexual identity—spells the end of feminism; that 
for many feminists the inability to define “gender," presum- 
ably the building błock of the feminist movement, means seri- 
ous “trouble” for feminist politics. In contrast, the second 
sentence suggests that this same “trouble” need not be thought 
of in such “negative” terms, that the inability to define fem- 
ininity, or “gender trouble" as Butler calls it in her book's title, 
may not be such a bad thing—and, as she goes on to argue in 
the pages that follow, may even be something that feminist 
activists can profit from. In other words, Butler suggests, high- 
lighting uncertainties about masculinity and femininity can 
be a powerful feminist tool. 

Pulling all these inferences together, then, the opening sen- 
tences can be translated as follows: “While many contempo- 
tary feminists believe that uncertainty about what it means to 
be a woman will undermine feminist politics, I, Judith Butler, 
believe that this uncertainty can actually help strengthen fem¬ 
inist politics.” Translating Butler’s point into our own book’s 
basie move: “They say that if we cannot define ‘woman,’ fem¬ 
inism is in big trouble. But I say that this type of trouble is pre- 
cisely what feminism needs.” Despite its difficulty, then, we 
hope you agree that this initially intimidating passage does 
make sense if you stay with it. 

We hope it is elear that critical reading is a two-way Street. 
It is just as much about being open to the way that writers can 
challenge you, maybe even transform you, as it is about ques- 
tioning those writers. And if you translate a writer’s argument 
into your own words as you read, you should allow the text to 
take you outside the ideas that you already hołd and to intro- 
duce you to new terms and concepts. Even if you end up dis- 
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agreeing with an auchor, you first have co show that you have 
really listened to what he or she is saying, have fully grasped 
his or her arguments, and can accurately summarize those argu- 
ments. Without such deep, actentive listening, any critiąue you 
make will be superficial and decidedly uncritical . It will be a cri¬ 
tiąue chat says morę about you than about che writer or idea 
you’re supposedly responding to. 

In this chapter we have tried to show that reading for the 
conversation means looking not just for the thesis of a text in 
isolation but for the view or views that motivate that thesis— 
the "they say." We have also tried to show that reading for che 
conversation means being alert for the different strategies writ- 
ers use to engage the view(s) that are motivating them, sińce 
not all writers engage other perspectives in the same way. Some 
writers explicicly identify and summarize a view they are 
responding to at the outset of their text and chen return to it 
freąuently as their text unfolds. Some refer only obliąuely to a 
view that is motivating them, assuming that readers will be able 
to reconstruct that view on their own. Other writers may not 
explicitly distinguish their own view from the views they are 
ąuestioning in ways that all of us find elear, leaving some read¬ 
ers to wonder whether a given view is the writer’s own or one 
that he or she is challenging. And some writers push off against 
the “they say" that is motivating them in a challenging aca- 
demic language chat reąuires readers to translate what they are 
saying into morę accessible, everyday terms. In sum, then, 
though most persuasive writers do follow a conversational "they 
say /1 say” pattern, they do so in a great variety of ways. What 
this means for readers is that they need to be armed with var- 
ious strategies for detecting the conversations in what they read, 
even when those conversations are not self-evident. 
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“The Data Suggest” 

Writing in the Sciences 

Christopher Cillen 


Charles Darwin described On the Origin of Species as 
"one long argument." In Dialogue Conceming the Twa Chief 
World Systems, Galileo Galilei cast his argument for a sun- 
centered solar system as a series of conversations. As these 
historical examples show, scientific writing is fundamentally 
argumentative. Lilce all academic writers, scientists make and 
defend claims. They address disagreements and explore unan- 
swered questions. They propose novel mechanisms and new 
theories. And they advance certain explanations and reject 
others. Though their vocabulary may be morę technical and 
their emphasis morę numerical, science writers use the same 

Christopher Cillen is aprofessor of biology at Kenyon College. He 
teaches comparative animal physiology, integrative animal biology, 
and biology of exercise as well as introductory lecture and lab classes 
in biology. One focus of his teaching is helping students critically read 
primary research articles. 
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rhetorical moves as other academic writers. Consider the fol- 
lowing example from a 2006 book about the laws of physics. 

The coramon refraln that is heard in elementary discussions of 
quantum mechanics is that a physical object is in some sense both 
a wave and a particie, with its wavc naturę apparent when you 
measure a wave property such as wavelength, and its particie naturę 
apparent when you measure a particie property such as position. 
But this is, at best, misleading and, at worst, wrong, 

V. J. Stenger, The Comprehensible Cosmos, 2006 

The “they say /1 say” structure of this passage is unmistakable: 
They say that objects have properties of both waves and par- 
ticles; I say they are wrong. This example is not a lonely 
argumentative passage cherry-picked from an otherwise nonar- 
gumentative text. Rather, Stenger's entire book makes the argu¬ 
ment that is foreshadowed by its title, The Comf>rehensible 
Cosmos: that although some might see the universe as hope- 
lessly complex, it is essentially understandable. 

Here's another argumentative passage, this one from a 
2001 research article about the role of lactic acid in muscle fatigue: 

In contrast to the often suggested role for acidosis as a cause of 
muscle fatigue, it is shown that in muscles where force was 
depressed by high [K*J a , acidification by lactic acid produced a pro- 
nounced tecovery of force. 

O. B. Nielsen, F. de Paoli, and K. Overgaard, 
“Protective Effects of Lactic Acid on Force Production in 
Rat Skeletal Muscle," The Journal of Physiology, 2001 

In other wordst Many scientists think that lactic acid causes 
muscle fatigue, but out evidence shows that it actually 
promotes recovery. Notice that the authots frarae their claim 
with a version of the “they say / I say” formula: Although 

1 5 7 


The Data Succest' 


previous work suggests , our data argue 

This basie move and its many variations are widespread in 
scientific writing. The essential argumentative moves taught 
in this book transcend disciplines, and the Sciences are no 
exception. The examples in this chaper were written by pro- 
fessional scientists, but they show moves that are appropri- 
ate in any writing that addresses scientific issues. 

Despite the importance of argument in scientific writing, 
newcomers to the genre often see it solely as a means for com- 
municating uncontroversial, objective facts. It’s easy to see how 
this view arises. The objective tonę of scientific writing can 
obscure its argumentative naturę, and many textbooks reinforce 
a nonargumentative vision of science when they focus on 
accepted conclusions and ignore ongoing controversies. And 
because science writers base their arguments on empirical data, 
a good portion of many scientific texts does serve the purpose 
of delivering uncontested facts. 

However, scientific writing often does morę than just report 
facts. Data are crucial to scientific argumentation, but they are 
by no means the end of the story, Given important new data, 
scientists assess their quality, draw conclusions from them, and 
ponder their implications. They synthesize the new data with 
existing information, propose novel theories, and design the 
next experiments. In short, scientific progress depends on the 
insight and creativity that scientists bring to their data. The 
thrill of doing science, and writing about it, comes from the 
ongoing struggle to use data to better understand our world. 

STAHT WITH THE DATA 

Data are the frindamental currency of scientific argument. 
Scientists deyelop hypotheses from existing data and then test 
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those by comparing their predictions to new experimental data. 
Summarizing data is therefore a basie move in science writing. 
Because data can often be interpreted in different ways, descrih- 
ing the data opens the door to critical analysis, creating oppor- 
tunities to critiąue previous interpretations and develop new ones. 

Describing data reąuires morę than simply report- Seehowa 
ing numbers and conclusions. Rarher than jumping physicist begins 
straight to the punch linę—to what X concluded—it wi,h da,a on 
is Important first to describe the hypotheses, methods, pp ‘ 2o6_,J ’ 
and results that led to the conclusion: “To test the hypothesis 
that , X measured and found that 

. Therefore, X concluded In the follow- 

ing sectlons, we explore the three key rhetorical moves for 
describing the data that underpin a scientific argument: pre- 
senting the prevailing theories, explaining methodologies, and 
summarizing findings. 


Present the Prevailing Theories 

Readers must understand the prevailing theories that a study 
responds to before they can fully appreciate the details. So 
before diving into specifics, place the work in context by 
describing the prevailing theories and hypotheses. In the fol- 
lowing passage from a 2004 journal article about insect respi- 
ration, the authors discuss an explanation for discontinuous gas 
exchange (DGC), a phenomenon where insects periodically 
close valves on their breathing tubes. 

Lighton (1996, 1998; see also Lighton and Berrigan, 1995) noted 
the prevalence of DGC in fossorial insects, which inhabit micro- 
climates where COj levels may be relatively high. Consequently, 
Lighton proposed the chthonic hypothesis, which suggests that 
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DGC originated as a mechanism to improve gas exchange while 
at the same time minimizing respiratory water loss. 

A. G. Gibbs and R. A. Johnson, “The Role of Discontinuous 
Gas Exchange in Insects: Tire Chthonic Hypothesis Does Not 
Hołd Water,” The Journal of Experimenud Biology, 2004 

Notice that Gibbs and Johnson not only describe Lighton's 
hypothesis but also recap the evidence that supports it. By pre- 
senting this evidence, Gibbs and Johnson set the stage for 
engaging with Lighton’s ideas. For example, they might ques- 
tion the chthonic hypothesis by pointing out shortcomings of 
the data or flaws in its interpretation. Or they might suggest 
new approaches that could verify the hypothesis. The point is 
that by incorporating a discussion of experimental findings into 
their summary of Lighton’s hypothesis, Gibbs and Johnson open 
the door to a conversation with Lighton. 

Here are some templates for presenting the data that under- 
pin prevailing explanations: 

► Experiments showing and have led scien- 

tists to propose 

► Although most scientists attribute to , X's 

result leads to the possibility that 

Explain the Methods 

Even as we’ve argued that scientific arguments hinge on data, it’s 
important to notę that the quality of data varies depending on 
how they were collected. Data obtained with sloppy techniques 
or poorly designed experiments could Iead to faulty conclusions. 
Tlrerefore, it's crucial to explain the methods used to collect data. 
In order for readers to ewaluate a method, you’11 need to indicate 
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its purpose, as the following passage frotn a journal article about 
the evolution of bird digestive systems demonstrates: 

To test the hypothesis that flowerpiercers have converged with hum- 
mingbirds in digestive traits, we compared the activity of intestinal 
enzymes and the gut nominał area of cinnamon-bellied flowerpiercers 
(Diglossa baritula) with those of eleven hummingbird species. 

J. E. SCHONDUBE AND C. MaRTINEZ DEL RlO, 
Journal of Comparative Physiology, 2004 

You need to indicate purpose whether describing your own work 
or that of others. Here are a couple of templates for doing so: 

► Smith and colleagues evaluated to determine whether 


► Because does not account for , we instead 

used 

Summarize the Findings 

Scientific data often come in the form of numbers. Your task 
when presenting numerical data is to provide the context read- 
ers need to understand the numbers—by giving supporting 
information and making comparisons. In the following passage 
from a book about the interaction between organisms and their 
environments, Turner uses numerical data to support an argu¬ 
ment about the role of the sun’s energy on Earth. 

The potential ratę of energy transfer from the Sun to Earth is prodi- 
gious—about 600 W irr 2 , averaged throughout the year. Of this, 
only a relatively smali ftaction, on the order of 1-2 percent, is cap- 
tured by green plants. The rest, if it is not reflected back into space, 
is available to do other things. The excess can be considerable: 
although some natural surfaces reflect as much as 95% of the 
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incoming solar beam, many natural surfaces reflect much less 
(Table 3.2), on average about 15-20 percent. The remaining 
absorbed energy is then capable of doing work, like heating up sur¬ 
faces, moving water and air masses around to drive weather and 
climate, evaporating water, and so forth. 

J. S. Turner, The Extended Organism, 2000 

Turner supports his point that a huge amount of the sun's 
energy is directly converted to work on Earth by quoting an 
actual value (600) with units of measurement (W m -2 , watts 
per square meter). Readers need the units to evaluate the value; 
600 watts per square inch is very different from 600 W m~ 2 . 
Turner then makes comparisons using percent values, saying 
that only l to 2 percent of the total energy that reaches Earth 
is trapped by plants. Finally, Turner describes the data's vari- 
ability by reporting comparisons as ranges—1 to 2 percent and 
15 to 20 percent—rather than single values. 

Supporting information—such as units of measurement, 
sample size (n), and amount of variability—helps readers assess 
the data. In generał, the reliability of data improves as its sam¬ 
ple size increases and its variability decreases. Supporting infor¬ 
mation can be concisely presented as: 

► - ± (tneon ± variability) (units), 

n = ( sample size) . 

For example: Before training, resting heart ratę of the subjects 
was 56 ± 7 beats per minutę, n = 12. Here’s another way to 
give supporting information: 

► We measured ( sample size) subjects, and the average 

response was (mean with units) with a rangę of 

(lower ualue) to (upper volue). 
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To help readers understand the data, make comparisons with 
values from the same study or from other similar work. 

Here are some templates for making comparisons: 


► Before iraining, average running speed was z 

kllometers per hour, kilometers per hour 

slower than running speed after training. 

► We found athletes' heart rates to be ± % 

lower than nonathletes'. 

► The subjects in X’s study completed the maże in i 

seconds, seconds slower than those In 

Y’s study. 


You will sometimes need to present qualitative data, such as 
that found in some images and photographs, that cannot be 
reduced to numbers. Qualitative data must be described pre- 
cisely with words. In the passage below from a review article 
about connections between cellular protein localization and 
celi growth, the author describes the exact locations of three 
proteins: Scrib, Dlg, and Lgl. 


Epithelial cells accumulate different proteins on their apical (top) 
and basolaceral (bottom) surfaces. . . . Scrib and Dlg are localized 
at the septate junctions along the lateral celi surface, whereas Lgl 
coats yesicles that are found both in the cytoplasm and “docked" 
at the lateral surface of the celi. 

M. Peifer, “Travel Bulledn—Traffic Jams 
Cause Tumors,” Science, 2000 
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ExPLAIN WHAT THE DATA MEAN 

Once you summarize experiments and results, you need to say 
what the data mean. Consider the following passage from a 
study in which scientists fertilized plots of tropical rainforest 
with nitrogen (N) and/or phosphorus (P). 

Although our data suggest that the meehanisms drtoing the 
observed respiratory responses to increased N and P may be differ- 
ent, the large CO2 losses stimulated by N and P fertilization sug¬ 
gest that knowledge of such pattems and their effects on soil CO; 
efflux is critical for understanding the role of tropical forests in a 
rapidly changing global C [carbon] cycle. 

C. C. Ct.BVEi.ANn and A. R. Townsend, “Nutrlent 
Additions to a Tropical Rain Forcst Drive Substantial 
Soil Carbon Dioxide Losses to the Atmosphere," 
Proceedings 0/ the National Ac ademy of Sciences, 2006 

Notice that in discussing the implications of their data, Cleve- 
land and Townsend use language—including the verbs “sug¬ 
gest” and “may be”—that denotes their level of confidence. 

Whether you are summarizing what others say about their 
data or offering your own interpretation, pay attention to the 
verbs that connect data to interpretations. 

To signify a moderate level of confidence: 

► The data suggest/hint/imply 

To express a greater degree of certa inty: 


6 4 


Our results show/demonstrate 



Writing in che Sciences 


Almost never will you use the verb “prove" in reference to a 
single study, because even very powerful evidence generally falls 
short of proof unless other scudies support the same conclusion. 

Scientific consensus arises when multiple studies point 
toward the same conclusion; conversely, contradictions among 
studies often signal research ąuestions that need further work. 
For these reasons, you may need to compare one study’s find- 
ings to those of another study. Here, too, you’ll need to choose 
your verbs carefully. 

► Our data support/confirm/verijy the work of X by showing that 


► By demonstrating , X's work extends the findings of Y. 

► The results of X contradict/refute Y’s conclusion that 

► X's findings cali Into puestion the wldely accepted theory that 


► Our data are consistent with X's hypothesis that 

Make Your Own Arguments 

Now we tum toward the part of scientific writing where you 
express your own opinions. One challenge is that the state- 
ments of other scientists about their methods and results usu- 
ally must be accepted. You probably can’t argue, for example, 
that “X and Y claim to have studied 6 elephants, but 1 think 
they actually only studied 4.” However, it might be fair to 
say, “X and Y studied only 6 elephants, and this smali sample 
size casts doubts on their conclusions.” The second statement 
doesn’t ąuestion what the scientists did or found but instead 
examines how the findings are interpreted. 
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“The Data 

When deyeloping your own arguments—the “1 say"—you 
will often start by assessing the interpretations of other scien- 
tists. Consider the following example from a review article about 
the beneficial acclimation hypothesis (BAH), the idea that 
organisms exposed to a particular enyironment become better 
suited to that environment than unexposed animals. 

To the surprise of most physiologists, all empirical cxaminations of 
the BAH have rejected its generality. However, we suggest that 
these examinations are neither dlrect nor complete tests of the 
functional benefit of acclimation. 

R. S. Wilson ano C. E. Franklin, “Testing the Beneficial 
Acclimation Hypothesis," Trends in Ecology & Eeolueion, 2002 

For morę on Wilson and Franklin use a yersion of the “twist ic” 
the “twist it" move: They acknowledge the data collected by other 
move, see physiologists but question how those data have been 
p ‘ interpreted, creating an opportunity to offer their own 
interpretation. 

You might ask whether we should question how other sci- 
entists interpret their own work. Having conducted a study, 
aren’t they in the best position to evaluate it? Perhaps, but 
as the above example demonstrates, other scientists m ight see 
the work from a different perspective or through morę ohjec- 
tive eyes. And in fact the culture of science depends on vigor- 
ous debate in which scientists defend their own findings and 
challenge those of others—a give and take that helps improye 
science’s reliability. So expressing a critical view about sorne- 
one else’s work is an integral part of the scientific process. Let’s 
examine some of the basie moves for entering scientific eon- 
yersations: agreeing, with a difference; disagreeing and explain- 
ing why; simultaneously agreeing and disagreeing; anticipating 
objections; and saying why it matters. 
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Agree, but with a Difference 

Scientific research passes tluough several levels of critical analy- 
sis before being published. Scientists get feedback when they 
discuss work with colleagues, ptesent findings at conferences, 
and receive reviews of their manuscripts. So the juiciest debates 
may have been resolved before publication, and you may find 
little to disagree with in the published literaturę of a research 
field. Yet even if you agree with what you’ve read, there are stiU 
ways to join the conversation—and reasons to do so. 

One approach is to suggest that further work should be done: 

► Now that has been established, scientists will likely turn 

their attention toward 

► X's work leads to the question of . Therefore, we ir>ves- 

tigated 

► To see whether these findings apply to . we propose to 


Another way to agree and at the same time jump into the 
conversation is to concur with a finding and then propose a 
mechanism that explains it. In the following sentence from a 
review article about dietary deficiencies, the author agrees with 
a previous finding and offers a probable explanation. 

lnadequate dietary intakes of vitamins and minerals are widespread, 
most likely due to excessive consumption of energy-rich, micronu- 
trient-poor, refined food. 

B, Ames, “Low Micronutrient Intake May Accelerate the 
Degenerative Diseases of Aging through Allocation of Scarce 
Micronutrients by Triage," Proceedings of che National 
Academy of Sciences, 2006 
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Here are some templates for explaining an experimental result. 

► One explanation for X's flnding of _ _ is that 

An alternative explanation is 

► The difference between and is probably due 

to 

Disagree—and Explain Why 

Although scientific consensus is common, healthy disagree- 
ment is not unusual. While measurements conducted by dif- 
ferent teams of scientists under the same conditions should 
produce the same result, scientists often disagree about which 
techniques are most appropriate, how well an experimental 
design tests a hypothesis, and how results should be inter- 
preted. To illustrate such disagreement, let’s return to the 
debate about whether or not lactic acid is beneficial during 
exercise. In the following passage, Lamb and Stephenson are 
responding to work by Kristensen and colleagues, which 
argues that lactic acid might be beneficial to resting muscle 
but not to active muscle. 

The argument put forward by Kristensen and colleagues (12) . . . 
is not valid because it is based on observations inade with isolated 
whole soleus muscles that were stimulated at such a high ratę that 
>60% of the preparation would have rapidly become coinpletely 
anoxic (4). • . . Furthermore, there is no reason to expect that 
adding morę H+ to that already being generated by the muscle 
actmty should in any way be advantageous. It is a bit like open- 
ing up the carburetor on a car to let in too much air or throwing 
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gasoline over che engine and chen concluding chat air and gaśo- 
linę are delecerious co engine performance, 

G. D. Lamb and D. G. Stephenson, 
“Point; Lactic Acid Accumulation Is an Advancage during 
Muscle Accivicy,” Journal of Applied Physiology, 2006 

Lamb and Stephenson bring experimental detail to bear on 
their disagreement with Kristensen and colleagues. First, they 
criticize methodology, arguing that the high muscle stimula- 
tion ratę used by Kristensen and colleagues created very Iow 
oxygen levels (anoxia). They also criticize the logie of the 
experimental design, arguing that adding morę acid (H + ) to a 
muscle that is already producing it isn’t informative. It's also 
worth noting how they drive home their point, likening Kris¬ 
tensen and colleagues’ methodology to flooding an engine with 
air or gasoline. Even in technical scientific writing, you don’t 
need to set aside your own voice completely. 

In considering the work of others, look for instances where 
the experimental design and methodology fail to adequately 
test a hypothesis. 

► The work of Y and Z appears to show that _, but their 

experimental design does not control for 

Also, consider the possibility that results do not lead to the 
stated conclusions. 

► While X and Y claim that .. their finding of 

actually shows that 


Okay, but . . . 

Science tends to progress incrementally. New work may refine 
or extend previous work but doesn't often completely overtum 
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it. For this reason, science writers freąuently agree up to a point 
and then express some disagreement. In the following example 
from a commentary about methods for assessing how proteins 
interact, the authors acknowledge the value of the two-hybrid 
studies, but they also point out their shortcomings. 


The two-hybrid studies chat produced the protein interaction map 
for D, melanogaster (12) provide a valuable genome-wide view of 
protein interactions but have a number of shortcomings (13). Even 
if the protein-protein interactions were determined with high accu- 
racy, the resulting network would srill reąuire careful interpreta- 
tion to extract its underlying biological meaning. Specifically, the 
map is a representation of all possible interactions, but one would 
only expect some fraction to be operating at any given time. 

J. J. Rice, A. Kershenbaum, and G. Stolovitzky, 
"Lasting Impressions: Motifs in Protein-Protein Maps May 
Provide Footprints of Evolutlonary Events." Pracecdings of 
the National Ącaclemy of Sciences, 2005 

Delineating the boundaries or limitations of a study is a 
good way to agree up to a point. Here are some templates for 
doing so. 

► While X's work clearly demonstrates , will be 

required before we can determlne whether 

► Although Y and Z present firm eyidence for , their data 

can not be used to argue that 

► In summary, our studies show that , but the issue of 

remains unresolved. 
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Anticipate Objections 

Skepticism is a key ingredient in the scientific process. Before 
an explanation is accepted, scientists demand convincing evi- 
dence and assess whether alternative explanations have been 
thoroughly explored, so it’s essential that scientists consider 
possible objections to their ideas before presenting them. In 
the following example from a book about the origin of the 
universe, Tyson and Goldsmith first admit that some might 
doubt the existence of the poorly understood “dark matter" 
that physicists have proposed, and then they go on to respond 
to the skeptics. 

Unrelenting skeptics might compare the dark matter of today with 
the hypothetical, now defunct “ether," proposed centuries ago as 
the weightless, transparent medium through which lighr moved. 

. . . But dark matter ignorance differs fundamentally from ether 
ignorance. Wliile ether amounted to a placeholder for our incom- 
plete understanding, the existence of dark matter derives from nor 
from mere presumption but from the observed effects of its gravity 
on visible matter. 

N. D. Tyson and D. Goldsmith. Origins: 

Fourteen Billion Years of Cosmic Etioluticm, 2004 

Anticipating objections in your own writing will help you 
clarify and address potential criticisms. Consider objections to 
your overall approach, as well as to specific aspects of your inter- 
pretations. Here are some templates for doing so. 

► Scientists who take a (reductionist/integratiue/ 

biochemical/computational/stotisticol) approach might view our 
results differently. 
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► This interpretation of the data might be criticized by X, who bas 
argued that 

► Some may argue that thls experimental design fails to account for 


Say Why Tt Matters 

Though individual studies can be narrowly focused, science 
ultimately seeks to answer big ąuestions and produce useful 
technologies. So it’s essential when you enter a scientiftc eon- 
versation to say why the work—and your arguments about it— 
matter. The following passage from a commentary on a research 
article notes two implications of work that evaluated the shape 
of electron orbitals. 

The classic textbook shape of electron orbitals has now been 
directly observed. As well as conftrming che established theory, this 
work may be a first step to understanding high-temperature super- 
conductivity. 

C. J. Humphreys, “Electrons Seen in Orbit," Naturę, 1999 

Humphreys argues that the study confirms an established the¬ 
ory and that it may lead to better understanding in another 
area. When thinking about the broad significance of a study, 
consider both the practical applications and the impact on 
futurę scientlfic work. 

* These results open the door to studies that 
► The methodologies developed by X will be useful for 
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► Our flndlngs are the first step toward 

► Further work in this area may lead to the deyelopment of 


Reading as a Way of Entering the 
SCIENTIFIC Co N VE R S ATI O N 

In science, as in other disciplines, you’ll often start with work 
done by others, and therefore you will need to critically eval- 
uate their work. To that end, you’ll need to probe how well 
their data support their interpretations. Doing so will lead you 
toward your own interpretations—your ticket into an ongoing 
scientific conversation. Here are some questions that will help 
you read and respond to scientific research. 

How well do the methods test the hypothesis? 

► Is the sample size adequate? 

► Is the experimental design valid? 

Werc the proper Controls perforraed? 

► What are the limitations of the methodology? 

► Are other techniques available? 

How fairly have the results been interpreted? 

► How well do the results support the stated conclusion? 

► Has the data's yariabilicy been adeąuately considered? 

► Do other findings verify (or contradict) the conclusion i 

► What other experiments could test the conclusion.’ 
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What are the broader implications of the work? 

Why does it matter? 

► Can the results be generalized beyond the system 
that was studied? 

► What are the work’s practical implications? 

► What ąuestions arise from the work? 

► Which expetiments should be done next? 

The examples in this chapter show that scientists do morę than 
simply collect facts; they also interpret those facts and make 
arguments about their meaning. On the frontiers of science, 
where we are probing ąuestions chat are just beyond our capac- 
ity to answer, the data are inevitably incomplete and contro- 
versy is to be expected. Writing about science presents 
the opportunity to add your own arguments to the ongoing 
dlscussion. 



Fourteen 

“Analyze This” 

Writing in the Social Sciences 

Erin Ackerman 


Social science is che study of people—how they behave 
and relate to one another, and the organizations and institu- 
tions that facilitace these interactions. People are complicated, 
so any study of human behavior is at best partial, taking into 
account sonie elements of what people do and why, but not 
always explaining those actions definitively. As a result, it is 
che subject of constant conversation and argument. 

Consider some of the ropics studicd in the social Sciences: 
minimum wagę laws, violence against women, tobacco reguła- 
cion, the 2000 election, employment discrimination. Got an 
opinion on any of these topics? You aren't alone. But in the 
writing you do as a student of the social Sciences, you need to 

Erin Ackerman is a pcofessor of political science at John Jay College, 
City University of New York. Her research ant! teadiing intercsts 
include American and comparative constitutional law, women and 
law, che law and politics of reproductlve heakh, biomedical policy, 
and American political development. 
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write about morę than just your opinions. Good writing in the 
social Sciences, as in other academic disciplines, requires that 
you demonstrate that you have thought about what it is you 
think. The best way to do that is to bring yout views into eon- 
versation with those expressed by others and to test what you 
and others think against a review of data. In other words, you’ll 
need to start with what others say and then present what you 
say as a response. 

Consider the following example from a book about eon- 
temporary American political culture: 

Claims of deep national division were standard farę after the 2000 
elections, and to our knowledge few commentators have publicly 
challenged them. ... In sum, conteniporary observers of Ameri¬ 
can politics have apparcntly reached a new consensus arcaind the 
proposition that old disagreements about economics now pale in 
comparison to new divisions based on sexuality, morality, and reli- 
gion, divisions so deep as to justify fears of violence and talk of war 
in describing them. 

This short book advocates a contrary thesis: the sentiments 
expressed in the previously quoted pronouncements of scholars, 
joumalists, and politicos rangę from simple exaggeration to sheer 
nonsense.... Many of the activists in the political parties and var- 
ious cause groups do, in fact, hate each other and regard them- 
selves as combatants in a war. But their hatreds and battles are not 
shared by the great mass of the American people. . . . 

Morris P. Fiorina, Culture Wari 
The Myt h of a Polarized America, 2004 

In other words, “they” (joumalists, pundits, other political sci- 
entists) say that the American public is deeply divided, whereas 
Fiorina replies that they have misinterpreted the evidence— 


i 7 e 



Writi ng in the Social Sciences 


specifically, that they have generalized ffom a few exceptional 
cases (activists). Even the title of the book calls into ąuestion 
an idea held by others, one Fiorina labels a “myth.” 

This chapter explores some of the basie moves social science 
writers make. In addition, writing in the social Sciences gener- 
ally includes several core components: a strong introduction 
and thesis, a literaturę review, and the writer’s own analysis, 
including presentation of data and consideration of implica- 
tions. Much of your own writing will include one or morę of 
these components as well. The introduction sets out the the¬ 
sis, or point, of the paper, briefly explaining what you will say 
in your text and how it fits into the preexisting conversation. 
The literaturę review summarizes what has already been said 
on your topie. Your analysis allows you to present data—the 
information about human behavior you are measuring or test- 
ing against what other people have said—and to explain the 
conclusions you have drawn based on your investigation. Do 
you agree, disagree, or some combination of both, with what 
has been said by others? What reasons can you give for why 
you feel that way? And so what? Who should be interested in 
what you have to say, and why? 

The Introduction and Thesis: 

"This Paper Challences . . 

Your introduction sets forth what you plan to say in your essay. 
You might evaluate the work of earlier scholars or certain 
widely held assumptions and find them incorrect when meas- 
ured against new data. Alternatively, you might point out that 
an author's work is largely correct, but that it could use some 
ąualifications or be extended in some way. Or you might iden- 
tify a gap in our knowledge—we know a great deal about topie 
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X but almost nothing about some other closely related topie. 
In each of these instances, your introduction needs to cover 
both “they say” and "I say" perspectives. If you stop after the 
“they say,” your readers won’t know what you are bringing to 
the conversation. Similarly, if you were to jump right to the “I 
say" portion of your argument, readers might wonder why you 
need to say anything at all. 

Sometimes you join the conversation at a point where the 
discussion seems settled. One or morę views about a topie have 
become so widely accepted among a group of scholara or society 
at large that these views are essentially the conventional way of 
thinking about the topie. You may wish to offer new reasons to 
support this interpretation, or you may wish to cali these stan¬ 
dard views into ąuestion. To do so, you must first introduce and 
identify these widely held beliefs and thenpresent your own view. 
In fact, much of the writing in the social Sciences takes the form 
of calling into question that which we think we already know. 
Consider the following example ffom a 2001 article ffom The 
Journal of Eccmomks Perspeciwcs: 

Fifteen years ago, Milton Friedman's 1957 treatise A Theory of che 
Consumption Function seemed badly dated. Dynamie optimizatlon 
theory had not been employed much in cconomics when Friedman 
wrote, and utility theory was still eomparafively primil:ive, so his 
statement of the “permanent income hypothesis” never actually 
specified a formal mathematical model of behavior derived explic- 
itly ffom utility maximization . . . [Wlhen other economists sub- 
sequently found multiperiod maximizing models that could be 
solved explicitly, the implications of those models differed sharply 
ffom Friedman's intuitive description of his "model.” Furthermore. 
empirical tests in the 1970s and 1980s often rejected these rigor- 
ous versions of the permanent income hypothesis in favor of an 
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alternative hypothesis chat many households simply spent all of 
their current income. 

Today, with the benefit of a further round of mathematica! (and 
computational) advances, Friedman’s (1957) original analysis looks 
morę prescient than primitive . .. 

Christopher D. Carroll, “A Theory of Consumption 
Function, With and Without Liquidity Constraints,” 
The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 2001 

This introduction makes elear that Carroll will defend Milton 
Friedman against some major criticisms of his work. Carroll 
mentions what has been said about Friedman’s work and then 
goes on to say that the critiąues tum out to be wrong and to 
suggest that Friedman’s work reemerges as persuasive. A tem- 
plate of CarrolPs introduction might look something like this: 
Economics research in the last fifteen years suggested Fried¬ 
man^ 1957 treatise was because . Inother 

words, they say that Friedman’s work is not accurate because 
of , , and . Recent research con- 

vinces me, however, that Friedman’s work makes sense. 

In some cases, however, there may not be a strong consen¬ 
sus among experts on a topie. You might enter the ongoing 
debate by casting your vote with one side ot another or by offer- 
ing an alternative view. In the following example, Shari Berman 
identifies two competing accounts of how to explain world 
events in the twentieth century and then puts forth a third view. 

Conventional wisdom about twentieth-cencury ideologies rests on 
two simple narratives. One focuses on the struggle for dominance 
between democracy and its altematives. . . . The other narrative 
focuses on the competition between free-market capitalism and its 
rivals. . . . Both of these narratives obviously contain some truth. 

... Yet both only tell part of the story, which is why their common 
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concluslon—neoliberalism as the “end of History”—is unsatisfying 
and misleading. 

What the two conventional narratives fail to mention is that a 
third struggle was also going on: between those ideologie* that 
believed in the primacy of economics and those that believed in 
the primacy of politics. 

Shari Berman, “The Primacy of Economics versus the 
Primacy of Politics: Understanding the Ideological Dynamics 
of the Twentieth Century," Perspeccim on Politics, 2009 

After identifying the two competing narratives, Berman sug- 
gests a third view—and later goes on to argue that this third 
view explains current debates over globalization. A template 
for this type of introduction might look something like this: In 
recent discussions of , a controversial aspect has been 

. On the one hand, some argue that 
On the other hand, others argue that , Neither of 

these arguments, however, considers the altemative view that 


Given the complexity of many of the issues studied in the 
social Sciences, however, you may sometimes agree and disagree 
with existing views—pointing out things that you believe are 
For morę on correct or have merit, while disagreeing with or refin- 
different ways ing other points. In the example below, anthropologist 
of responding, Sally Engle Merry agrees with another scholar about 
see chapter 4. something that is a key trait of modem society but 
argues that this trait has a different origin than the other author 
identifies. 

Although I agree with Rosę that an increasing emphasis on gov- 
eming the soul is characteristic of modern society, I see che trans- 
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formation not as evolutionary but as the product of social mobi- 
lization and political struggle. 

Sally Engle Merry, “Rights, Religion, and Conununity: 

Approaches to Violence against Women in the 
Context of Globalization," Law and Sociecy Refiew, 2001 


Here are some templates for agreeing and disagreeing: 

► Although I agree with X up to a point, I cannot accept his overal! 
conclusion that 

► Although I disagtee with X on and , I agree 

with her conclusion that 

► Political sclentlsts studying have argued that it is caused 

by . While contributes to the problem, 

is also an important factor. 

In the process of examining people from different angles, 
social scientists sometimes identify gaps—areas that have not 
been explored in previous research. In a 1998 article on African 
American neighborhoods, sociologist Mary Pattillo identifies 
such a gap. 

The research on African Americans is dominated by inąuiries into 
the lives of the black poor. Contemporary ethnographies and jour- 
nalistic descriptions have thoroughly described deviance, gangs, 
drugs, intergender relations and sexuality, stymied aspiration, and 
family pattems in poor neighborhoods (Dash 1989; Hagedom 1988; 
Kotlowitz 1991; Lemann 1991; MacLeoad 1995; Sulllvan 1989; 
Williams 1989). Yet, the majority of African Americans are not 
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poor (Billingsley 1992). A significant part of the black experience, 
namely that of working and middle-class blacks, remains unex- 
plored. We have little information about what black middle-class 
neighborhoods look like and how social life is organized withln 
thetn. . . . this article begins to fili this empirical and theoretical 
gap using ethnographic data collected in Groveland, a middle-class 
black neighborhood in Chicago. 

Mary E. Pattillo, "Sweet Mothers and Gangbangers: 

Managing Crime in a Black Middle-Class 
Neighborhood," Social Forces, 1998 


Pattillo explains that much has been said about poor African 
American neighborhoods, But, she says, we have little infor¬ 
mation about the experience of working-class and middle-class 
black neighborhoods—a gap that her article will address. 

Here are some templates for introducing gaps in the exist- 
ing research: 

► Studies of X have indicated 
that this conclusion applies to 

* often take for granted that 

tigated this assumptiori, however. 

► X's work tells us a great deal about 

generalized to ? 

Again, a good introduction indicates what you have to say Ln 
the larger context of what others have said. Throughout the 
rest of your paper, you will move back and forth between the 
“they say” and the “I say,” adding morę details. 


, 11 is not elear, however, 
. Few have inves- 

Can this work be 
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The Literaturę Review: 

“Prior Research Indicates . . 

In the literaturę review, you explain what “they say” in morę 
detail, summarizing, paraphrasing, or ąuoting the viewpoints to 
which you are responding. But you need to balance what they 
are saying with your own focus. You need to characterize sotne- 
one else’s work fairly and accurately but set up the poinrs you 
yourself want to make by selecting the details that are relevant 
to your own perspective and observations. 

It is common in the social Sciences to summarize several 
arguments at once, identifying their major arguments or find- 
ings in a single paragraph. 

How do employers in a low-wage labor market rcspond to an 
increase in the minimum wagę? The prediction from conventional 
economic theory is unambiguous: a rise in the minimum wagę leads 
perfectly competitive employets to cut employment (George J. 
Stigler, 1946). Although studies in the 1970’s based on aggregate 
teenage employment races usually confirmed this prediction, earlier 
studies based on comparisons of employment at affected and unaf- 
fected establishment often did not (e.g., Richard A. Lester, 1960, 
1964). Several recent studies that rcly on a similar comparative 
methodology have łailed to detect a negative employment effect of 
higher minimum wages. Analyses of the 1990-1991 increases in the 
federal minimum wagę (Lawrence F. Kat: and Krueger, 1992; Card, 
1992a) and of an earlier increase in the minimum wagę in Califbr- 
nia (Card, I992b) find no adverse employment impacr. 

David Card and Alan Krueger, 
"Minimum Wages and Employment: A Case Study of the 
Fast-Food Ind ust ry in New Jersey and Pennsylvania,” 
The American Economic Revie w, 1994: 
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Card and Krueger cite the key findings and conclusions of works 
that are relevant to the ąuestion they are investigating and the 
point they plan to address, asking “How do employers in a Iow- 
wagę labor market respond to an increase in the minimum 
wagę?” They go on, as good writers should, to answer the ąues¬ 
tion they ask. And they do so by reviewing others who have 
answered that ąuestion, noting that this ąuestion has been 
answered in different, sometimes contradictory, ways. 

Such summaries are brief, bringing together relevant argu- 
ments by several scholars to provide an overview of scholarly 
work on a particular topie. In writing such a summary, you need 
to ask yourself how the authors themselves might describe their 
positions and also consider what in their work is relevant for 
the point you wish to make. This kind of summary is especially 
appropriate when you have a large amount of research mate¬ 
riał on a topie and want to identify the major strands of a debate 
or to show how the work of one author builds on that of 
another. Here are some templates for overview summaries: 

► In addressing the ąuestion of , political scientists have 

considered several explanations for . X argues that 

. According to Y and Z, another plausible explanation is 

► What is the effect of on ? Previous work on 

by X and by Y and Z supports 

Sometimes you may need to say morę about the works you 
cite. On a midterm or finał exam, for example, you may need 
to demonstrate that you have a deep familiarity with a partic¬ 
ular work. And in some disciplines of the social Sciences, longer, 
morę detailed literaturę reviews are the standard. Your instruc- 
tor and the articles he or she has assigned are your best guides 
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for the length and level of detali ofyour literaturę review. Other 
times, the work of certain authors is especially important for 
your argument, and therefore you need to provide morę details 
to explain what these authors have said. See how Martha 
Derthick summarizes an argument that is central to her 2001 
book about the politics of tobacco regulation. 

The idea that governments could sue to reclaim health care costs 
from cigarette manufacturers might be traced to “Cigarettes and 
Welfare Reform," an articie published in the Emory Law Journal in 
1977 by Donald Gasner, a law professor at the University of South¬ 
ern Illinois, Gamer suggested chat State governmenls could ger a 
cigarette manufacturer to pay the direct medical costs “of looking 
after patients with smoking diseases." He drew an analogy to the 
Coal Minę Health and Safety Act of 1969, under which coal minę 
operators are reąuired to pay certain disability benefits for coal min¬ 
era suffering from pneumoconiosis, or black lung disease. 

Martha Derthick, Up In Smoke: From Legislation 
to Litigation in Tobacco Politics, 2005 

Notę that Derthick identifies the argument she is summarizing, 
ąuoting its author directly and dren adding details about a 
precedent for the argument. 

You may want to include direct ąuotations of what others 
have said, as Derthick does. Using an author’s exact words helps 
you demonstrate that you are representing him or her fairly. 
But you cannot simply insert a quotation; you need to explain 
to your readers what it means for your point. Consider the fol- 
lowing example drawn from a 2004 political science book on 
the debate over tort reform. 

The essence of agenda setting was well enunciated by E. E. 
Schattschneider: "In politics as in everything else, it makes a grear 
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difference whose gamę we play” (1960, 47). In short, the abilicy to 
define or control the rules, terms, or perceived options in a eon- 
test over policy greatly affects the prospects for winning." 

William Haltom and Michael McCann, Distorting the Law: 

Politics, Media, and the Litigation Crisis, 2004 

Notice how Haltom and McCann fitst quote Schattschneider 
and then explain in their own words how political agenda set- 
ting can be thought of as a gamę, with winners and losers. 

Remember that whenever you summarize, quote, or para- 
phrase the work of others, credit must be given in the form of 
a citation to the original work. The words may be your own, 
but if the idea comes from someone else you must give credit to 
the original work. There are several fonnats for documenting 
sources. Consult your instructor for help choosing which cita¬ 
tion style to use. 

The Analysis 

The literaturę review covers what others have said on your 
topie. The analysis allows you to present and support your own 
response. In the introduction you indicate whether you agree, 
disagree, or some combination of both with what others have 
said. You will want to expand on how you have formed your 
opinion and why others should care about your topie. 

“The Data Indicate . . 

The social Sciences use data to develop and test explanations. 
Data can be quantitative or qualitative and can come from a 
number of sources. You might use statistics related to GDP 
growth, unemployment, voting rates, or demographics. Or you 
could use surveys, interviews, or other first-person accounts. 
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Regardless of the type of data used, it is important to do 
three things: define your data, indicate where you got the data, 
and then say what you have done with your data. In a 2005 
joumal article, political scientist Joshua C. Wilson examines a 
court case about protests at an abortion clinic and asks whether 
each side of the conflict acts in a way consistent with their gen¬ 
erał views on freedom of speech. 

ITJhis paper relies on close readings of in-person, semi-structured 
interviews with the participants involved in the real controversy 
that was the Williams case, 

Thirteen interviews ranging in length from 40 minutes to 1 
hour and 50 minutes were conducted for this paper. Of those inter- 
viewcd, all would be considered "elites" in terms of political psy- 
chology/political attitude research—six were active members of 
Solano Citizens for Life , . . ; two were members of Planned Par- 
enthood Shasta-Diablo management; one was the lawyer who 
obtBined the restraining order, temporary injunction, and perma- 
nent injunction for Planned parenthood; one was the lawyer for 
the duration of the case for Solano Citizens for life; two were 
lawyers for Planned Parenthood on appcal; and one was the Supe¬ 
rior Court judge who heard arguments for, and finally crafted, the 
restraining order and injunctions against Solano Citizens for Life. 
During the course of the interviews, participants were asked a rangę 
of questions about their experiences and thoughts in relation to 
the Williams case, as well as their beliefs about the interpretation 
•and limits of the First Amendment right to free speech—both in 
generał, and in relation to the Williams case. 

Joshua C. Wilson. “When Rights Collide: 
Anti-Abortion Protests and the Ideological Dilemma 
in Planned Parenthood Shasta-Diablo, Inc. v. Williams" 
Studies in Law, Politics, and Society, 2005 
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Wilson identifies and describes his qualitative data—interviews 
conducted with key parties in the conflict—and explains the 
naturę of the questions he asked. 

If your data are quantitative, you will need to explain them 
similarly. See how political scientist Brian Arbour explains the 
quantitative data he used to study for a 2009 article in The 
Forum how a change of rules might have affected the outcome 
of the 2008 Democratic primary contest between Hillary Clin¬ 
ton and Barack Obama. 

I evaluate these five concems about the Democratic system of del- 
egate allocation by "rerunning" the Obama-Clinton contest with 
a different set of allocation rules, those in effect for the 2008 Repub- 
lican presidential contest,.., Republicans allow each State to make 
their own rules, leading to “a plethora of selection plans" (Shapiro 
& Bello 2008, 5) ... To “rerun" the Democratic primary under 
Republican rules, 1 need data on the results of the Democratic pri¬ 
mary for each State and congressional district and on the Republi¬ 
can delegate allocation rules for each State. The Green Papers 
(www.thegreenpapers.com), a website that serves as an almanac of 
election procedures, rules, and results, provides each of these data 
sources. By “rerunning" the Democratic primaries and caucuses, I 
use the exact results of each contest. 

Brian Arbour, "Even Closer, Even Longerr What lf the 2008 
Democratic Primary Used Republican Rules?” The Forum, 2009 

Notę that Arbour identifies his data as primary voting results 
and the rules for Republican primaries. In the rest of the paper, 
Arbour shows how his use of these data suggests that political 
commentators who thought Republican rules would have dar- 
ified the close race between Clinton and Obama were wrong 
and the race would have been “even closer, even longer.” 
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Here are some templates for discussing data: 

► In ord er to test the hypothesis that , we assessed 

. Our calculations suggest 

► I used to investigate . The results of this 

Inyestigation indfcate 


“But Others May Object . . 

No matter how strongly your data support your argument, there 
are almost surely other pcrspectives (and thus other data) that 
you need to acknowledge. By considering possible objections 
to your argument and taking them seriously, you demonstrate 
that you’ve done your work and that you’re aware of other per- 
spectives—and most important, you present your own argument 
as part of an ongoing conversation. 

See how economist Christopher Carroll acknowledges that 
there may be objections to his argument about how people allo- 
cate their income between consumption and savings. 

1 have argued here that the modem version of the dynamically 
optimizing consumption model is ahle to match many of the impor¬ 
tant features of the empirical data on consumption and saving 
behavior. There are, however, several remaining reasons for dis- 
comfort with the model, 

Christopher D. Carroll, “A Theory of Consumption 
Function, With and Without Liquidity Constraints," 
The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 2001 


Carroll then goes on to identify the possible limitations of his 
mathematical analysis. 
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Someone may object because there are related phenomena 
that your analysis does not explain or because you do not have 
the right data to investigate a particular ąuestion. Or perhaps 
someone may object to assumptions underlying your argumenr 
or how you handled your data. Here are some templates for 
considering naysayers: 

► might object that 
* Is my daim realistic? I have argued 

question 

► My euplanation accounts for 

. This is because 


“Why Should We Care?” 

Who should care about your research, and why ? Since the social 
Sciences attempt to explain human behavior, it is important to 
consider how your research affects the assumptions we make 
about human behavior. In addition, you might offer recom- 
mendations for how other social scientists might continue to 
explore an issue, or what actions policymakers should take. 

In the following example, sociologist Devah Pager identifies 
the implications of her study of the way having a criminal 
record affects a person applying for jobs. 

|l)n terms of policy implications, this research has troubling eon- 
clusions. In our ffeńzy of locking people up, OUT "crime control" 
policies may in fact exacerbate the very conditions that lead to 
crime in the first place. Research consistently shows that ftnding 
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ąuality sready employment is one of the smmgest predictors of 
desistance from crime (Shover 1996; Sampson and Laub 1993; 
Uggen 2000), The face that a criminal record severely limits 
employment opportunities—particularly among blacks—suggests 
that these tndiyiduals are left with few viable altematives. 

Devah Pager, "The Mark of a Criminal Record,” 
The American Journal of Sociology, 2003 

Pager’s conclusion that a criminal record negatively affects 
employment chances creates a yicious circle, she says: steady 
employment discourages recidivism, but a criminal record 
makes it harder to get a job. 

In answering the “so what?” ąuesrion, you need to explain 
why your readers should care. Although sometimes the impli- 
cations of your work may be so broad that they would be of 
interest to almost anyone, it's never a bad idea to identify 
explicitly any groups of people who will find your work 
important. 

Templates for establishing why your claims matter: 

► X is important because 

► Ultimately, what is at stake bere is 

► The finding that should be of interest to 

because 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, the complexity 
of people allows us to look at their behavior from many differ- 
ent yiewpoints. Much has been, and will be, said about how 
and why people do the things they do. As a result, we can look 
at writing in the social Sciences as an ongoing conyersation. 



When you join this conversacion, che “they say /1 say" frame- 
work will help you figurę out what has already been said (they 
say) and what you can add (1 say). The components of social 
science writing presented in this chapter are tools to help you 
join that conversation. 



Readings 




Don't Blame the Eater 

David Zinczenko 


If ever there were a newspaper headline custom-raade for 
Jay Leno’s monologue, this was it. Kids taking on McDonakTs 
this week, suing the company for making them fat. lsn’t that 
like middle-aged men suing Porsche for making them get speed- 
ing tickecs? Whatever happened to personal responsibility? 

I tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons, 
though. Maybe that's because I used to be one of them. 

I grew up as a typical mid-1980s latchkey kid. My parents 
were split up, my dad off trying to rebuild his life, my mora 
working long hours to make the monthly bills. Lunch and din- 
ner, for me, was a daily choice between McDonald's, Taco Bell, 
Kentucky Fried Chicken or Pizza Hut. Then as now, these were 
the only available options for an American kid to get an afford- 
able meal. By age 15,1 had packed 212 pounds of toipid teenage 
tallow on my once lanky 5-foot-10 frame. 

Then I got lucky. 1 went to college, joined the Navy Reserves 
and got involved with a health magazine. I learned how to man- 
age my diet. But most of the teenagers who live, as I once did, 


David Zinczenko is the editor-in-chief of Men’s Health, a monthly 
magazine that focuses on fitness. This piece was first published on the 
op-ed page of the New York Times on Noyember 23, 2002. 



on a fast-food diet won’t tum their lives around: They've 
crossed under the golden arches to a likely fate of lifetime obe- 
sity. And the problem isn’t just theirs—it’s all of ours. 

Before 1994, diabetes in children was generally caused by a 5 
genetic disorder—only about 5 percent of childhood cases were 
Fortipson obesity-related, or Type 2, diabetes. Today, accord- 
saying why it ing to the National lnstitutes of Health, Type 2 dia- 
matters, see betes accounts for at least 30 percent of all new 
chapter 7. childhood cases of diabetes in this country. 

Not surprisingly, money spent to treat diabetes has sky- 
rocketed, too. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
estimate that diabetes accounted for $2.6 billion in health care 
costs in 1969. Today’s number is an unbelievable $100 billion 
a year, 

Shouldn’t we know better than to eat rwo meals a day in 
fast-food restaurants? That’s one argument. But where, exactly, 
are consumers—particularly teenagers—supposed to fmd alter- 
natives? Drive down any thoroughfare in America, and 1 
guarantee you’ll see one of our country's morę than 13,000 
McDonald’s restaurants. Now, drive back up the błock and try 
to find someplace to buy a grapefruit. 

Complicating the lack of alternatlves is the lack of infor- 
mation about what, exactly, we’re consuming. There are no 
calorie Information charts on fast-food packaging, the way there 
are on grocery items. Advertisements don't carry waming labels 
the way tobacco ads do. Prepared foods aren’t covered under 
Food and Drug Administration labeling laws. Some fast-food 
purveyors will provide calorie information on request, but even 
that can be hard to understand. 

For example, one company's Web site lists its chicken salad 
as containing 150 calories; the almonds and noodles that cotne 
with it (an additional 190 calories) are listed separately. Add 
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a serving of the 280-calorie dressing, and you’ve got a healthy 
lunch altemative chat comes in at 620 calories. But that’s not 
all. Read the smali print on the back of the dressing packet and 
you’11 realize it actually contains 2.5 servings. If you pour what 
you’ve been served, you’re suddenly up around 1,040 calories, 
which is half of the govemment’s recommended daily calorie 
intake. And that doesn’t take into account that 450-calorie 
super-size Coke. 

Make fun if you will of these kids launching lawsuits against io 
the fast-food industry, but don't be surprised if you’re the next 
plaintiff. As with the tobacco industry, it may be only a matter 
of time before State govemments begin to see a direct linę 
between the $1 billion that McDonald’s and Burger King spend 
each year on advertising and their own swelling health care costs. 

And l’d say the industry is vulnerable. Fast-food companies 
are marketing to children a product with proven health haz- 
ards and no warning labels. They would do well to protect 
themselves, and their customers, by providing the nutrition 
information people need to make informed choices about their 
Products. Without such warnings, we’ll see morę sick, obese 
children and morę angry, litigious parencs. 1 say, let the deep- 
fried chips fali where they may. 
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Gerald Graff 


Everyon e knows som E young person who is impressively 
“street smart” but does poorly in school. What a waste, we 
think, that one who is so intelligent about so many things in 
life seems unable to apply that intelligence to academic work. 
What doesn't oCcur to us, though, is that schools and colleges 
might be at fault for missing the opportunity to tap into such 
Street smarts and channel them into good academic work. 

Nor do we consider one of the major reasons why schools 
and colleges overlook the intellectual potential of Street smarts: 
the fact that we associate those Street smarts with anti- 
intellectual concerns. We associate the educated life, the life 
of the mind, too narrowly and exclusively with subjects and 
texts that we consider inherently weighty and academic. We 
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assume that it's possible to wax intellectual about Plato, Shake- 
speare, the French Revolution, and nuclear fission, but not 
about cars, dating, fashion, sports, TV, or video games. 

The trouble with this assumption is that no necessary See pp. 58-61 
connection has ever been established between any text fo ' li P s on dis ‘ 
or subject and the educational depth and weight ot" the " gre€in& with 
discussion it can generate. Real intellectuals tum any sub¬ 
ject, however lightweight it may seem, into grist for their mili 
through the thoughtful ąuestions they bring to it, whereas a 
dullard will find a way to drain the interest out of the richest sub¬ 
ject. That’s why a George Orwell writing on the cultural mean- 
ings of penny postcards is infinitely morę substantial than the 
cogitations of many professors on Shakespeare or globalization 
(104-16). 

Students do need to read mndels of intellcctually chał- 
lenging writing—and Orwell is a great one—if they are co 
become intellectuals themselves. But they wouid be morę 
prone to take on intellectual identities if we encouraged them 
to do so at first on subjects that interest them rather than ones 
that interest us. 

1 offer my own adolescenc experience as a case in point. 5 
Until I entered college, I hated books and cared only for sports. 

The only reading 1 cared to do or could do was sports maga- 
zines, on which 1 became hooked, becoming a regular reader of 
Sport magazine in the late forties, Sports lllustrcited when it began 
publishing in 1954, and the annual magazine guides to Profes¬ 
sional baseball, football, and basketball. I also loved the sports 
novels for boys of John R. Tunis and Clair Bee and autobi- 
ographies of sports stars like Joe DiMaggio's Lucky to Be a Yan- 
Itee and Bob Feller’s Strikeout Story. In short, 1 was your typical 
teenage anti-intellectual—or so I believed for a long time. 1 
have recently come to think, however, that my preference for 



sports over schoolwork was not anti-intellectualism so much as 
intellectualism by other means. 

In the Chicago neighborhood I grew up in, which had 
become a melting pot after World War II, our błock was solidly 
middle class, but just a błock away—doubtless concentrated 
there by the real estate companies—were African Americans, 
Native Americans, and “hillbilly" whites who had recently fled 
postwar joblessness in the South and Appalachia. Negotiating 
this class boundary was a tricky matter. On the one hand, it 
was necessary to maintain the boundary between “clean-cut” 
boys like me and working-class “hoods," as we called them, 
which meant that it was good to be openly smart in a book- 
ish sort of way. On the other hand, I was desperate for the 
approval of the hoods, whom I encountered daily on the play- 
ing field and in the neighborhood, and for this purpose it was 
not at all good to be book-smart. The hoods would tum on 
you if they sensed you were putting on airs over them: “Who 
you lookin’ at, smart ass?” as a leather-jacketed youth once 
said to me as he relieved me of my pocket change along with 
my self-respect. 

I grew up tom, then, between the need to prove I was 
smart and the fear of a beating if l proved it too well; between 
the need not to jeopardize my respectable futurę and the 
need to impress the hoods. As I lived it, the conflict came 
down to a choice between being physically tough and being 
verbal. For a boy in my neighborhood and elementary school, 
only being "tough" eamed you complete legitimacy. I still 
recall endless, complicated debates in this period with my 
closest pals over who was “the toughest guy in the school." 
If you were less than negligible as a fighter, as 1 was, you set- 
tled for the next best thing, which was to be inarticulate, care- 
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fully hiding telltale marks of literacy like correct grammar and 
pronunciation. 

In one way, then, it would be hard to imagine an adoles- 
cence morę thoroughly antf-intellectual than minę. Yet in ret- 
rospect, 1 see that it's morę complicated, that I and the 1950s 
themselves were not simply hostile toward intellectualism, but 
divided and ambivalent. When Marilyn Monroe married the 
playwright Arthur Miller in 1956 after divorcing the retired 
baseball star Jde DiMaggio, the symbolic triumph of geek over 
jock suggested the way the wind was blowing. Even Elvis, 
according to his biographer Peter Guralnick, tums out to have 
supported Adlai over Ike in the presidential election of 1956. 

“1 don’t dig the intellectual bit,” he told reporters. “But Pm 
telling you, man, he knows the most” (327). 

Though I too thought I did not “dig the intellectual bit,” I 
see now that I was unwittingly in training for it. The germs 
had actually been planted in the seemingly philistine debates 
about which boys were the toughest. I see now that in the 
interminable analysis of sports teams, movies, and toughness 
that my friends and 1 engaged in—a type of analysis, needless 
to say, that the real toughs would never have stooped to—I 
was already betraying an allegiance to the egghead world. I 
was practicing being an intellectual before 1 knew that was 
what I wanted to be. 

It was in these discussions with friends about toughness and io 
sports, I think, and in my reading of sports books and maga- 
zines, that 1 began to learn the rudiments of the intellectual 
life: how to make an argument, weigh different kinds of evi- 
dence, move between particulars and generalizations, summa- 
rize the views of others, and enter a conversation about ideas. 

It was in reading and arguing about sports and toughness that 
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1 experienced what it felt like to propose a generalization, 
restate and respond to a counterargument, and perform other 
intellectualizing operatlons, including composing the kind of 
sentences 1 am writing now. 

Only much later did it dawn on me that the sports world 
was morę compclling than school because it was morę mteliec- 
t ual than school, not less. Sports after alł was fuli of challeng- 
ing arguments, debates, problems for analysis, and intricate 
statistics that you could care about, as school conspicuously 
was not. I believe that Street smarts beat out book smarts in 
our culture not because Street smarts are nonintellectual, as we 
generally suppose, but because they satisfy an intellectual thirst 
morę thoroughly than school culture, which seems pale and 
unreal. 

They also satisfy the thirst for community. When you 
entered sports debates, you became part of a community that 
was not limited to your family and friends, but was national 
and public. Whereas schoolwork isolated you from others, the 
pennant race orTed Williams’s .400 batting average was some- 
thing you could talk about with people you had never met. 
Sports introduced you not only to a culture steeped in argu¬ 
ment, but to a public argument culture that transcended the 
personal. 1 can't blame my schools for failing to make intel¬ 
lectual culture resemble the Super Bowl, but 1 do fault them 
for failing to learn anything from the sports and entertainment 
worlds about how to organize and represent intellectual cul¬ 
ture, how to exploit its gamelike element and tum it into ar- 
resting public spectacle that might have competed morę 
successfully for my youthful attention. 

For here is another thing that never dawned on me and is 
still kept hidden from students, with tragic results: that the 
real intellectual world, the one that existed in the big world 
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beyond school, is organized very much like the world of team 
sports, with rival texts, rival interpretations and evaluations of 
texts, rival theories of why they should be read and taught, 
and elaborate team competitions in which “fans" of writers, 
intellectual systems, methodologies, and -isms contend against 
each other. 

To be surę, school contained plenty of competition, which 
became morę invidious as one moved up the ladder (and has 
become even morę so today with the advent of high-stakes test- 
ing). In this competition, points were scored not by making argu- 
ments, but by a show of information or vast reading, by 
grade-grubbing, or other forms of one-upmanship. School com¬ 
petition, in short, reproduced the less attractive features of sports 
culture without those that create close bonds and community. 

And in distancing themselves from anything as enjoyable 
and absorbing as sports, my schools missed the opportunity to 
capitalize on an element of drama and conflict that the intel¬ 
lectual world shares with sports. Consequently, I failed to sec 
the parallels between the sports and academic worlds that could 
have helped me cross morę readily from one argument culture 
to the other. 

Sports is only one of the domains whose potential for liter- 
acy training (and not only for males) is seriously underestimated 
by educators, who see sports as competing with academic devel- 
opment rather than a route to it. But if this argument suggests 
why it is a good idea to assign readings and topics that are close 
to students’ existing interests, it also suggests the limits of this 
tactic. For students who get excited about the chance to write 
about their passion for cars will often write as poorly and unre- 
flectively on that topie as on Shakespeare or Plato. Here is the 
flip side of what I pointed out before: that there’s no necessary 
relation between the degree of interest a student shows in a 
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text or subject and che ąuality of thought or expression such a 
student manifests in writing or talking about it. Tire challenge, 
as college professor Ned Laff has put it, “is not simply to exploit 
students’ nonacademic interests, buc to get them to see those 
interests through academic eyes.’’ 

To say that students need to see their interests “through aca¬ 
demic eyes" is to say that Street smarts are not enough. Mak- 
ing students’ nonacademic interests an object of academic study 
is useful, then, for getting students' attention and overcoming 
their boredom and alienation, but this tactic won’t in itself nec- 
essarily move them closer to an academically rigorous treat- 
ment of those interests. On the other hand, inviting students 
to write about cars, sports, or clothing fashions does not have 
to be a pedagogical cop-out as long as students are reąuired to 
see these interests “through academic eyes,” that is, to think 
and write about cars, sports, and fashions in a reflectivc, ana- 
lytical way, one that sees them as microcosms of what Is going 
on in the wider culture. 

lf I am right, then schools and colleges are missing an oppor- 
tunity when they do not encourage students to take their 
nonacademic interests as objects of academic study. It is self- 
defeating to decline to introduce any text or subject that fig- 
ures to engage students who will otherwise tune out academic 
work entirely. If a student cannot get interested in Mill’s On 
Liberty but will read Sports lllustrated or Vogue or the hip-hop 
magazine Source with absorption, this is a strong argument for 
assigning the magazines over the classic. lt's a good bet that if 
students get hooked on reading and writing by doing term 
papers on Source, they will eventually get to On Liberty. But 
even if they don't, the magazine reading will make them morę 
literate and reflective than they would be otherwise. So it makes 
pedagogical sense to develop classroom units on sports, cars, 
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feshions, rap musie, and other such topics. Give me the stu¬ 
dent anytime who writes a sharply argued, sociologically acute 
analysis of an issue in Source over the student who writes a life- 
less explication of Hamlet or Socrates' Apology. 
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Nuclear Waste 


Richard A. Muller 


As people recognize che dangers of fossil fuel plants— 
especially the risk of global warraing from carbon dioxide 
production—nuclear power begins to bok morę attractivc. But 
what about the waste—all that highly radioactive debris chat 
will endure for thousarids of years? Do we have the right to 
leave such a legacy to our ehildren? 

Nuclear waste is one of the biggest technical issues that any 
futurę president is likely to face. The problem seems totally 
intractable. Plutonium—just one of the many highly radioac- 
tive waste products—has a half-life of 24.000 years. Even in 
that unimaginable amount of time, its intense radioactivity will 
decrease by only half. After 48,000 years it will still emit deadly 
radiation at a quarter of its original level. Even after 100,000 
years the radiation will still be above 10% of the level it had 
when it left the reactor. What if it lcaks into the ground and 
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reaches human water supplies? How can we possibly certify that 
this materiał can be kept safe for 100,000 years? 

Still, the US government persists in its pursuit of “safe” 
nuclear waste disposal. It has created a prototype nuclear waste 
facility buried deep within Yucca Mountain, Nevada (Figurę 
1). To keep the waste safe, the storage rooms are 1000 feet 
below the surface. To storę even part of the present nuclear 
waste requires a vast area, nearly 2 sąuare miles. The cost of 
the facility is expected to reach $100 billion, with hundreds of 
billions of dollars morę in operating costs. 

To make matters worse, the Yucca Mountain region is seis- 
mically active. Morę than 600 earthąuakes of magnitude 2.5 
and higher have occurred within 50 miles in the last decade 
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alone. Moreover, the region was created by volcanic activity. 
ALthough that was millions of years ago, how surę can we be 
that the waste facility won’t be torn apart by another eruption? 

Many altematives have been suggested for nuclear waste 
storage. Why not just send the waste into the sun? Weil, maybe 
that’s not such a good idea, sińce on launch some rockets do 
crash back down on the Earth. Some scientists have proposed 
that the waste be put in vessels and sunk under the oceans, in 
a region where the movement of the Earth’s crustal plates will 
subduct the materiał, eventually burying it hundreds of miles 
deep. Yet just the fact that scientists make such suggestions 
seems to emphasire how severe the problem really is. 

Here is the worst part. We have already generated morę than 
enough nuclear waste to fili up Yucca Mountain. That waste 
won’t go away. Yet you, a futurę president, are considering morę 
nuclear power? Are you insane? 

My Confession 

The furor against nuclear power has been so intense that I felt 
compelled to reproduce the anti-nuke viewpoint in the open- 
ing of this chapter, including at least part of their passion. These 
are the arguments that you will hear when you are president. 
Yet it hardly matters whether you are pro-nuke or anti-nuke. 
The waste is there, and you will have to do something with it. 
You can’t ignore this issue, and to do che right thing (and to 
convince the public that you’re doing the right thing) you must 
understand the physics. 

When 1 work out the numbers, 1 find the dangers of storing 
our waste at Yucca Mountain to be smali compared to the dan¬ 
gers of not doing so, and significantly smaller than many other 
dangers we ignore. Yet the contentious debate continues. Morę 
research is demanded, but every bit of additional research seems 



Nuclear Waste 


to raise new questions that exacerbate the public’s fear and dts- 
trust. I have titled this section “My Confession" because I find 
it hard to stand aside and present the physics without giving 
my own personal evaluation. Through most of this book I've 
tried to present the facts, and just the facts, and let you draw 
the conclusions. In this section, I confess that Fil depart from 
that approach. I can’t be evenhanded, because the facts seem 
to point strongly toward a particular conclusion. 

I’ve discussed Yucca Mountain with scientists, politicians, and 
many concemed citizens. Most of the politicians believe the mat- 
ter to be a scientific Lssue, and most of the scientists think it is 
political. Both are in favor of morę research—scientists because 
that is what they do, and politicians because they think the 
research will answer the key questions. 1 don’t think it will. 

Here are some pertinent facts. The underground tunnels at 
Yucca Mountain are designed to hołd 77,000 tons of 
high-level nuclear waste. Initially, the most dangerous 
part of this waste is not plutonium, but fission fragments 
such as strontium-90, an unstable nucleus created when 
the uranium nucleus splits. Because these fission frag¬ 
ments have shorter half-lives than uranium, the waste 
is about 1000 times morę radioactive than the original 
ore. It takes 10,000 years for the waste (not including pluto¬ 
nium, which is also produced in the reactor, and which l’ll dis- 
cuss later) to decay back to the radioactive level of the mined 
uranium. Largely on the basis of this number, people have 
searched for a site that will remain secure for 10,000 years. After 
that, we are better off than if we left the uranium in the ground, 
so 10,000 years of safety is probably good enough, not the 
100,000 years that I mentioned in the chapter introduction. 

Ten thousand years still seems impossibly long. What will 
the world be like 10,000 years from now? Think backward to 
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appreciate the amount of time involved: Ten thousand years 
ago humans had just discovered agriculture. Writing wouldn't 
be invented for another 5000 years. Can we really plan 10,000 
years into the futurę? Of course we can’t. We have no idea what 
the world will be like then. There is no way we can claim that 
we will be able to storę nuclear waste for 10,000 years. Any 
plan to do that is clearly unacceptable. 

Of course, calling storage unacceptable is itself an unac¬ 
ceptable answer. We have the waste, and we have to do some- 
thing with it. But the problem isn't really as hard as I just 
portrayed it. We don't need absolute security for 10,000 
years. A morę reasonable goal is to reduce the risk of leak- 
age to 0.1%—that is, to one chance in a thousand. Because 
the radioactivity is only 1000 times worse than that of the 
uranium we removed from the ground, the net risk (proba- 
bility multiplied by danger) is 1000 X 0.001 = 1—that is, 
basically the same as the risk if we hadn’t mined the uranium 
in the first place. (I am assuming the linear hypothesis— 
that total cancer risk is independent of individual doses or 
dose ratę—but my argument won't depend strongly on its 
validity.) 

Moreover, we don’t need this 0.1% level of security for the 
fuli 10,000 years. After 300 years, the fission fragment radioac- 
tivity will have decreased by a factor of 10; it will be only 100 
times as great as the mined uranium. So by then, we no longer 
need the risk to be ar the 0.1% level, but could allow a 1% 
chance that all of the waste leaks out. That’s a lot easier than 
guaranteeing absolute containment for 10,000 years. Moreover, 
this calculation assumes that 100% of the waste escapes. For 
leakage of 1% of the waste, we can accept a 100% probability 
after 300 years. When you think abour it rhis way, the storage 
problem begins to seera tractable. 
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However, the public discussion doesn't take into account 
these numbers, or the fact that the initial mining actually 
removed radioactivity from the ground. Instead, the public insists 
on absolute security. The Department of Energy continues to 
search Yucca Mountain for unknown earthąuake faults, and 
many people assume that the acceptability of the facility depends 
on the absence of any such faults, They believe that the discov- 
ery of a new fault will rule Yucca Mountain out. The issue, 
though, should not be whether there will be any earthquakes in 
the next 10,000 years, but whether after 300 years there will be 
a 1% chance of a stifficlently large earthąuake that 100% of the 
waste will escape its glass capsules and reach groundwater. Or, 
we could accept a 100% chance that 1% of the waste will leak, 
or a 10% chance that 10% will leak. Any of these options leads 
to a lower risk than if the original uranium had been left in 
the ground, mixing its natural radioactivity with groundwater. 
Absolute security is an unnecessarily extreme goal, sińce even 
the original uranium in the ground didn't provide it. 

The problem is even easier to solve when we ask why we 
are comparing the danger of waste storage only to the danger 
of the uranium originally mined. Why not compare it to the 
larger danger of the natural uranium left in the soil? Colorado, 
where much of the uranium is obtained, is a geologically active 
region, fuli of faults and fissures and mountains rising out of 
the prairie, and its surface rock contains about a billion tons of 
uranium. The radioactivity in this uranium is 20 times greater 
than the legał limit for Yucca Mountain, and it will take morę 
than 13 billion years—not just a few hundred—for the radioac- 
tivity to drop by a factor of 10. Yet water that runs through, 
around, and over this radioactive rock is the source of the Col¬ 
orado River, which is used for drinking water in much of the 
West, including Los Angeles and San Diego. And unlike the 



glass pellets that storę the waste irv Yucca Mountain, most of 
the uranium in the Colorado ground is water-soluble. Here is 
the absurd-sounding conclusion: if the Yucca Mountain facil- 
ity were at fuli capacity and all the waste leaked out of its glass 
containment immediately and managed to reach groundwater, 
the danger wóuld still be 20 times less than that currently posed 
by natural uranium leaching into the Colorado River. The sit- 
uation brings to mind the resident near Three Mile lsland who 
feared the tiny leakage from the reactor but not the much 
greater radioactivity of natural radon gas seeping up from the 
ground. 

1 don’t mean to imply that waste from Yucca Mountain is 
not dangerous. Nor am I suggesting that we should panie about 
radioactivity in the Los Angeles water supply. The Colorado 
River example illustrates only that when we worry about mys- 
terious and unfamiliar dangers, we sometimes lose perspective. 
Every way 1 do the calculation, 1 reach the same conclusion: 
waste leakage from Yucca Mountain is not a great danger. Put 
the waste in glass pellets in a reasonably stable geologie for- 
mation, and start worrying about real threats—such as the dan¬ 
gers of the continued buming of fossil fuels. 

A related issue is the risk of mishaps and attacks during the 
transportation of nuclear waste to the Yucca Mountain site. 
The present plans cali for the waste to be carried in thick, rein- 
forced concrete cylinders that can survive high-speed crashes 
without leaking. In fact, it would be very hard for a terrorist to 
open the containers, or to use the waste in radiological 
weapons. The smart terrorist is morę likely to hijack a tanker 
truck fuli of gasoline, chlorine, or another common toxic mate¬ 
riał and then blow it up in a city. Recall from the chapter on 
terrorist nukes that al-Qaeda told Josć Padilla to abandon his 
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effort to make a dirty bomb and instead focus his efforts on 
natural-gas explosions in apartment buildings. 

Why are we worrying about transporting nuclear SeeChapter7 
waste? lronically, we have gone to such lengths to fertipson 
ensure the safety of the transport that the public thinks sa >" ng wh> ' rt 
the danger is greater than it really is. Images on evening 
newscasts of concrete containers being dropped from five-story 
buildings, smashing into the ground and bouncing undamaged, 
do not reassure the public. This is a conseąuence of the “where 
there’s smoke there’s fire” paradox of public safety. Raise the 
standards, increase the safety, do morę research, study the prob¬ 
lem in greater depth, and in the process you will improve safety 
and frighten the public. After all, would scientists work so hard 
if the threat weren’t real ? Scientists who propose rocketing the 
waste to the sun, or burying it in a subduction zonę in the 
ocean, also seem to be suggesting that the problem is truły 
intractable, and that premise exacerbates the public fear. 



Agonism in the Academy: 
Suruwing the Argument Culture 

Deborah Tannen 


A reading group that I belong co, composed of professors, 
recently discussed a memoir by an academic. I came to the 
group’s meeting fuli of anticipation, eager to examine the 
insights I’d gained from the book and to be enlightened by 
those that had intrigued my fellow group members. As the 
meeting began, one member announced that she hadn’t read 
the book; four, including me, said they'd read and enjoyed it; 
and one said she hadn’t liked it because she does not like aca¬ 
demic memoirs. She energetically criticized the book. "lr's writ- 
ten in two voices,” she said, “and the voices don't interrogate 
each other.” 
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Quickly, two other members joined her critiquc, their point 
of view becoming a chorus. They sounded smarter, seeing faults 
that the test of us had missed, making us look nai've. We cred- 
ulous three tried in vain to ger the group talking about what 
we had found interesting or important in the book, but our sug- 
gestions were duli compared to the gamę of critiąue. 

I left the meeting disappointed because I had leamed noth- 
ing new about the book or its subject. Ali I had leamed about 
was the acumen of the critics. I was especially struck by the 
fact that one of the most ta!kative and influential critics was 
the member who had not read the book. Her unfamiliarity with 


the work had not hindered her, because the critics had focused 
morę on what they saw as faults of the genre than on faults of 
the particular book. 

The tum that the discussion had taken reminded me see p. 221 
of the subject of my most recent book, The Argument morę on 
Cuhure. The phenomenon I’d observed at the book- beglnnlng 
group meeting was an example of what the cultural lin- 
guist Walter Ong calls “agonism,” whlch he defines in 
Fighting for Life as “programmed contentiousness" or 
"ceremoniał combat.” Agonism does not refer to dis- chalten; 
agreement, conflict, or vigorous dispute. It refers to rit- 
ualized opposition—for instance, a debate in which the 
contestants are assigned opposing positions and one party wins, 
rather than an argument that arises naturally when two parties 
disagree. 


anecdote 
lo show the 


In The Argument Cuhure, I explored the role and effects of 
agonism in three domains of public discourse: journalism, poi- 
itics, and the law. But the domain in which 1 first identified 
the phenomenon and began thinking about it is the academic 
world. 1 remain convinced that agonism is endemic in 
academe—and bad for it. 



The way we train our studenta, conduct out classes and our 
research, and exchange ideas at meetings and in print are all 
driven by our ideological assumption that intellectual inąuiry 
is a metaphorical battle. Following from that is a second 
assumption, that the best way to demonstrate intellectual 
prowess is to criticize, find fault, and attack. 

Many aspects of our academic lives can be described as ago- 
nlstic. For example, in our scholarly papers, most of us follow 
a conventional framework that requires us to position our work 
in opposition to someone else’s, which we prove wrong. The 
framework tempts—almost reąuires—us to oversimplify or even 
misrepresenr others’ positions; cite the weakest example to 
make a generally reasonable work appear less so; and ignore 
facts that support others’ views, citing only evidence that sup- 
ports our own positions. 

The way we train our students freąuently reflects the battle 
metaphor as woli. We assign scholarly work for them to read, 
then invite them to tear it apart. That is helpful to an extent, 
but it often means that they don’t leam to do the harder work 
of integrating ideas, or of considering the work’s historical and 
disciplinary context. Moreover, it fosters in students a stance 
of arrogance and narrow-mindedness, ąualities that do not serve 
the fundamental goals of education. 

In the classroom, if students are engaged in heated debate, 
we believe that education is taking place. But in a 1993 arti- 
cle in The History Teacher, Patricia Rosof, who teaches at 
Hunter College High School in New York City, advises us to 
look morę closely at what's really happening. If we do, she says, 
we will probably find that only a few students are participat- 
ing; some other students may be paying attention, but many 
may be tumed off- Furthermore, the students who are arguing 
generally simplify the points they are making or disputing, To 
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win the argument, they ignore complexity and nuance. They 
refuse to concede a point raised by their opponents, even if 
they can see that it is valid, because such a concession would 
weaken their position. Nobody tries to synthesize the various 
views, because that would look indecisive, or weak. 

If the class engages in discussion rather than debate—adding 
such intellectual activities as exploring ideas, uncovering 
nuances, comparing and contrasting different interpretations of 
a work—morę students take part, and morę of them gain a 
deeper, and morę accurate, understanding of the materiał. Most 
tmportant, the students leam a stance of respect and open- 
minded inąuiry. 

Academic rewards—good grades and good jobs—cypically 
go to students and scholars who leam to tear down others’ work, 
not to those who leam to build on the work of their colleagues. 
In The Argument Cuiture, I cited a study in which Communi¬ 
cations researchers Karen Trący and Sheryl Baratz examined 
weekly colloąuia attended by faculty members and graduate stu¬ 
dents at a large university. As the authors reported in a 1993 
article in Communication Monographs, although most people 
said the purpose of the colloąuia was to “trade ideas” and “leam 
things," faculty members in fact were judging the students’ com- 
petence based on their participation in the colloąuia. And the 
professors didn’t admire students who asked “a nice little sup- 
portive ąuestion,” as one put it—they valued “tough and chal- 
lenging ąuestions.” 

One problem with the agonistic cuiture of graduate training 
is that potential scholars who are not comfortable with that kind 
of interaction are likely to drop out. As a result, many talented 
and creative minds are lost to academe. And, with fewer col¬ 
leagues who prefer different approaches, those who remain are 
morę likely to egg each other on to even greater adversarial 
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heights. Some scholars who do stay in academe are reluccant to 
present their work at conferences or submit it for publication 
because of their reluctance to take part in adversarial discourse. 
The cumulative effect is that nearly everyone feels vulnerable 
and defensive, and thus less willing to suggest new ideas, offer 
new perspectives, or ąuestion received wisdom. 

Although scholarly attacks are ritual—prescribed by the 
conventions of academe—the emotions propelling them can 
be real. Jane Tompkins, a literary critic who has written about 
the genre of the western in modem fiction and film, has com- 
pared scholarly exchanges to shootouts. In a 1988 article in The 
Georgia Review, she noted that her own career took off when 
she published an essay that “began with a frontal assault on 
another woman scholar. When 1 wrote it 1 felt the way the hero 
does in a western. Not only had this critic argued a, b, and c, 
she had held x, y, and z! It was a elear case of outrageous provo- 
cation." Because her opponent was established and she was not, 
Tompkins felt “justified in hitting her with everything 1 had." 

Later in her career, as she listened to a speaker at a confer- 
ence demolish another scholar's work, she felt that she was wit- 
nessing “a ritual execution of some sort, something halfway 
between a bullfight, where the crowd admires the skill of the 
matador and enjoys his triumph over the buli, and a public 
buming, where the crowd witnesses the just punishment of a 
criminal. For the academic experience combined the elements 
of admiration, bloodlust, and morał self-congratulation.” 

At a deeper level, the conceptual metaphor of intellectual 
argument as a battle leads us to divide researchers into warring 
camps. Just about any field can provide examples. For instance, 
many disciplines are affected—and disfigured—by a stubbom 
nacure/nurture dichotomy, although both biology and culture 
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obviously influence all of us. Such divisiveness encourages both 
students and scholars to fight about others’ work rather than 
trying to understand it. And those whose work is misrepre- 
sented end up using creative energy to defend their past work— 
energy that they could use morę productively in other ways. 

Agonism has still another serious effect: It is one of the rea- 
sons scholars have a hard time getting policymakers to pay 
attention to their research. Policymakers who come across rei- 
evant academic research immediately encounter opposing 
research. Lacking the expertise to figurę out who’s right, they 
typically conclude that they cannot look to academe for 
guidance. 

Our agonist ideology seems so deeply embedded in academe 
that one might wonder what alternatives we have. In Embrac- 
ing Contraries, the English professor Peter Elbow calls the ways 
we approach ideas a “doubting gamę”—a method for sniffing 
out faults. What we need, he says, is an additional approach— 
a “believing gamę," to sniff out strengths. The two games would 
complement each other, Although we wouldn’t end up agree- 
ing with all the authors we read, by suspending disbelief we 
would be morę likely to learn something from them. 

In my view, we need new metaphors through which to think 
about our academic enterprise, or to conceptualize intellectual 
interchange. We could learn much morę if we thought of the- 
ories not as static structures to be shot down or falsified, but as 
sets of understandings to be ąuestioned and reshaped. The soci- 
ologist Kerry Dały, in the introduction to his book F amilies and 
Time, suggests that “theories should be treated like bread dough 
that rises with a synergetic mix of ingredients only to be 
pounded down with the addition of new ingredients and human 
energy.” 
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In the realm of teaching, Don McCormick and Michael 
Kahn, in a 1982 article in E xchange: The Organizational B ehav- 
ior Teaching Journal, suggest that critical thinking can be taught 
better if we use the metaphor of a barn raising, instead of that 
of a boxing match. We should think of "a group of builders 
constructing a building, or a group of artists fabticating a cre- 
ation together.” 

McCormick and Kahn make another point that, as 1 wrote 
in The Argument Culture, I came to believe is the most crucial 
and damaging aspect of the culture of agonism. Living, work- 
ing, and thinking in ways shaped by the battle metaphor pro- 
duces an atmosphere of animosity that poisons our relations 
with each other at the same time that it corrupts the integrity 
of our research. Not only is the agonistic culture of academe 
not the best path to truth and knowledge, but it also is corro- 
sive to the human spirit. 

After my reading group had discussed the academic mem- 
oir, I expressed my frustration to a group member. She com- 
mented, “It tums out that book wasn’t the best example of the 
genre." 

"But we didn’t read an example of a genre,” 1 protested. “We 
read a book by a person.” 

Refocuslng our attention in that way is the greatest gain in 
storę if we can move beyond critiąue in its narrow sense. We 
would learn morę ffom each other, be heard morę clearly by 
others, attract morę varied talents to the scholarly life, and 
restore a measure of humanity to ourselves, our endeavor, and 
the academic World we inhabit. 



Index of Templates 


Introducinc What “They Say” ( p . 23 ) 

A number of — _ have recently suggested that 

It has become common today to dismiss 

In their recent work, Y and Z have offered harsh critiques of 
for 

Introducinc “Standard Views" 

( pp . 23 - 24 , 762-6 3 , 181 - 82 ) 

Americans today tend to believe that 

Conventional. wisdom has it that 

Common sense seems to dictate that 

The standard way of thinking about topie X has it that 

It is often said that 

My whole life I have heard it said that 

You would think that 

Many people assume that 



Making What “They Say” 

SOMETHINC You SAY (pp. 2Ą-2$) 

+ l've always believed that 

► When I was a chlld, I used to thlnk that 

► Although I should know better by now, I cannot help thinking thal 

► At the same time that I believe , I also believe 

Introducing Somethinc 

IMPLIED OR AsSUMED ( p . 2S ) 

► Although nonę of them have ever said so directly, my teachers have 
often given me the impression that 

► One Implicatlon of X's treatment of is that 

► Although X does not say so directly, she apparently assumes that 

► While they rarely admit as much, often take for granted 

that 

Introducinc an Ongoing Debate 

( pp . 25-26,182-85, t88j 

* In dlscussions of X, one controversial issue has been 

On the one hand, argues . On the other hand, 

contends . Others even maintain 

My own view is 
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When it comes to the topie of , most of us will readily 

agree that , Where this agreement usually ends, how- 

ever, is on the question of , Whereas some are convinced 

that , others maintain that 

In condusion, then, as I suggested earlier, defenders of 

can't have it both ways. Their assertion that _ is contra- 

dicted by their claim that 


Capturing Authorial Action (pp. 38-40) 
X acknowledges that 
X agrees that 
X argues that 
X believes that 
X denies/does not deny that 
X daims that 
X complains that 
X concedes that 
X demonstrates that 
X deplores the tendency to 
X celebrates the faet that 
X emphasizes that 
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► X insists that 

► X observes that 

► X questions whether 

► X refutes the claim that 

► X reminds us that 

► X reports that 

► X suggests that 

► X urges us to 

Introducinc Quotations (p. 46) 

► X States, " 

► As the prominent philosopher X puts It," 

► According to X, " 

► X himself writes, " 

► In her book, , X maintains that " 

► Writing in the journal Commentary, X complains that 

► In X's view, " 

► X agrees when she writes, “ 

► X disagrees when he writes, " 

► X complicates matters further when he writes, " 
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Explaininc Quotations ( pp . 46 - 47 ) 
Basically, X is saying 
In other words, X believes 
In making this comment, X urges us to 
X is corroborating the age-old adage that 
X’s point Is that 

The essence of X's argument is that 


Disagreeing, with Reasons ( pp . 60, 173 - 73 ) 

I think X is mistaken because she overlooks 

X's claim that _ rests upon the questionable assumption 

that_ 

I disagree with X's view that because, as recent research 

has shown,__ . 

X contradlcts herself/can't have It both ways. On the one 
hand, she argues . On the other hand, she also says 

By focuslng on , X overlooks the deeper problem of 
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ACREEING—WITH A DlFFERENCE (pp. 62-64, 1/0} 


I agree that because my experience confirms it, 

X surely is right about because, as she may not be aware, 

recent studies have shown that 

X's theory of is extremely useful because it sheds insight 

on the difficult problem of 

Those unfamiliar with this school of thought may be interested to 
know that it basically boils down to 

I agree that , a point that needs emphasizing sińce so 

many people believe 

If group X is right that , as I think they are, then we need 

to reassess the popular assumption that 


Agreeing and Disagreeinc 

SlMULTANEOUSLY (pp. 64-66, 173-74, l8)} 

Although I agree with X up to a point, I cannot accept his overall 
condusion that 

Although I disagree with much that X says, I fully endorse his fmal 
condusion that 

Though I concede that , I still insist that 

Whereas X provides ample evidence that , V and 

Z's research on and convinces me that 

instead. 
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X is right thal , but she seems on morę dubious ground 

wben she daims that 

While X is probably wrong when she daims that ... she is 

right that_ . 

I’m of two minds about X’s daim that . On the one hand. 

I agree that . On the other hand, l'm not surę if 

My feelings on the issue are mixed. I do support X’s position that 
, but I find Y‘s argument about and Z's 

research on to be equally persuasive. 


Sicnalinc Who Is Saying What (pp. 71 -73) 

X argues 

According to both X and Y, 

Politicians , X argues, should 

Most athletes will tell you that 
My own view, however, is that 
I agree, as X may not realize, that 

But are real and, arguably, the most significant fador in 

But X is wrong that 

However, it is simply not true that 

Indeed, it is highly likely that 
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► X's assertion that does not fit the facts. 

► X is right that 

► X is wrong that 

► X is both right and wrong that 

► Yet a sober analysis of the matter reveals 

► Nevertheless, new research shows 

► Anyone familiar with should agree that 

Embeddinc Voice Markers (pp. 74-75) 

► X overlooks what I consider an important point about 

► My own vlew Is that what X insists is a is in fact a 

► I wholeheartedly endorse what X calls 

► These condusions, which X discusses in , add weight to 

the argument that 

Entertaininc Objections (pp. 82, 174-75,193-94) 

*■ At this point I would like to raise some objections that have been 
inspired by the skeptic in me. She feels that I have been ignorlng 
,* she says to me," 

► Yet some readers may challenge the view that 

► Of course, many will probably disagree with this assertion that 
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Naming Your Naysayers (pp. 83-84) 

Here many feminisł s would probably object that 

Bul social Daru/inists would certainly take issue with tbe argument 
that - 

Biologists, of course, may want to question whether 


Nevertheless, both followers and critics of Malcom X will probably 
argue that 

Although not all Christians think alike, some of them will probably 
dispute my claim that 

Non-natii/e English speakers are so diverse in their views that it's 
hard to generalize about them, but some are likely to object on the 
grounds. that 


Introducinc Objections Informally (pp. 84-85) 

But is my proposal reallstic? What are the chances of its actually 
being adopted? 

Yet is it always true that . ? Is it always the case, as I have 

been suggesting, that ? 

However, does the evidence l’ve cited prove conclusiyely that 
_? 

“Impossible," some will say. "You must be reading the research 
selectively.” 
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Makinc Concessions While Still 
Standinc Youh Cround (pp. 8ę>) 

► Although I grant that , I still malntain that 

► Proponents of X are right to argue that . But they exag 

gerate when they claim that 

► While it is true that .. it does not necessarily follow that 

► On the one hand, I agree with X that . But on the other 

hand, I still insist that 


Indicating Who Cares (pp. 95-9^ 

used to think . But recently [or within the past 

few decades] suggests that 

These findings challenge the work of earlier researchers, who 
tended to assume that 

Recenl studies like these shed new light on , which pre- 

vious studies had not addressed. 

Researchers have long assumed that For instance, one 

eminent scholar of celi biology, , assumed in ■ 

her seminal work on celi structures and functions, that fat cells 
. As herselfput it, ” " (2007). Another 

leading scientist, , argued that fat cells “ "(2006). 

Ultimately, when it came to the naturę of fat, the basie assumption 
was that 
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But a new body of research shows that fat cells are far morę 
complex and that 

If sports enthusiasts stopped to think about it, many of them mlght 
simply assume that the most successful athletes How- 

ever, new research shows 

These findings challenge neoliberals' common assumptlons that 


At flrst glance, teenagers appear to . But on closer inspec- 

tlon 


Establishinc Why Your Claims Matter 

(pp. 9B-99,175-76,194-96; 

X matters/is important because 

Although X may seem triyial, it is in fact crucial in terms of today’s 
concern over 

Ultimately, what is at stake here is 

These findings have important consequences for the broader 
domain of 

My discussion of X is in fact addressing the larger matter of 


These condusions/This discovery will have sigmficant applications 
in as well as in 

Although X may seem of concern to only a smali group of 
, it should in fact concern anyone who cares about 


COMMONLY USED TRANSITIONS 


Cause and Effect 

accordingly 
as a result 
consequently 
hence 

it follows, then 

CONCLUSION 

as a result 

consequently 

hence 

in condusion, then 
in short 
In sum, then 
it follows, then 

COMPARISON 

along the same lines 
in the same way 

Contrast 

although 

but 

by contrast 
conversely 
despite 
even though 


sińce 

so 

then 

therefore 

thus 


so 

the upshot of all this is that 

therefore 

thus 

to sum up 
to summarize 


likewise 

similarly 


nevertheless 
nonetheless 
on the contrary 
on the other hand 
regardless 
whereas 
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however 
tn contrast 

Addition 

also 

and 

besides 

furthermore 

in addition 

CONCESSION 

admittedly 

although it Is true that 
granted 
I concede that 

Example 
after all 

as an illustration 

consider 

for example 

Elaboration 

actually 
by extensi'on 
In short 
that is 

in other words 


while 

yet 


in fact 
Indeed 
moreover 
so too 


of course 
naturally 
to be surę 


for Instance 
specifically 

to take a case in point 


to put it another way 
to put It blyntly 
to put it succinctly 
ultlmately 
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Aodinc Metacommentary (pp. 135-37) 


In other words, 

What really means by this is — . 

Ultimately, my goal is to demonstrate that 
My point is not , but 

To put it another way, 

In sum, then, 

My conclusion, then, is that, 

In short, 

What is morę important, 

Incidentally, 

By the way, 

Chapter 2 explores , while Chapter 3 examines 

Having just argued that , let us now tum our attention 

to 

Although some readers may objęci that , I would answer 

that 


COMPARINC TWO OR MORĘ STUDIES’ FlNDINCS 

(p. 168) 

Our data support/confirm/verify the work of X by showing that 
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By demonstrating , X’s work extends the findings of Y. 

The results of X contradict/refute Y's conclusion that 

X's findings cali into question the widely aecepted theory that 

Our data are consistenł with X's hypothesis that 


Explaining an Experimental Result 

(pp. 171,193) 

One explanation for X's flnding of _ is that 

An alternative explanation is 

The difference between . and is probably due 

to 


INTRODUCINC CAPS IN THE ExiSTINC RESEARCH 

(p. 7 84) 


Studies of X have indicated . It is not elear, however, 

that this conclusion applies to 

often take for granted that . Few have inves- 

tigated this assumption, however. 

X’s work tells us a great deal about . Can this work be 

generalized to ? 
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What They're 
Saying about 
"They Say /1 Say' 


"This book demystifies rhetorical moves, tricks of the trade that many students are unsure 
about. It's reasonable, helpful, nlcely written .and hey, it's true. I would have tound it 
immensely helpful myself in high school and college." 

—Mikę Rosę. Un!versity of Callfornia. Los Angeles 

“The argument of thls book Is Important—that there are 'moves' to academic writing ... and 
that knowledge of them can be generative, The templale format is a good way to teach and 
demystify the moves that matter. I like this book a lot." 

—David Bartholomae. University of Pillsburgh 

"Students need to walk a flne linę between their work and that of others, and this book helps 
them walk that linę, providing specific methods and techniques for introducing, explaining, 
and integrating other voices with their own Ideas." 

—Libby Miles, University of Rhode Island 

“The new Reading chapter gives readers a roadmap for following the moves that authors make 
as they situate their discussions in larger conversations—and gets past the agree/disagree 
pattern of response. The idea that any text Is part of a larger conversation is as helpful for 
readlng as It Is for writing." _ E||eBn Sel|erl 0ePau| UniW51ty 

"The new chapter on Writing in the Sciences clearly lays out the key rhetorical elements of 
sclentiflc writing, demonstrating that it's not just facts—it’s argument." 

—Carole Clark Papper Hofslra Univarsity 


"A wonderful book—it should be required reading 
a better classroom—and a morę articulate world."| 
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